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Abstract 

The power dynamics of consumerism is an important aspect of contempo-
rary consumer culture. Within the field of marketing and consumption, 
consumer culture theory (CCT) tends to understand power in terms of 
agency, the ability of consumers to emancipate from a market infused by 
the culture of consumerism. As such, CCT assumes a repressive hypothesis 
of power, as if consumerism was an external reality from which agentic 
consumers can escape by acts of dialectical opposition. 
 
 In contrast, through a Foucauldian approach, the present study em-
phasizes the productive side of power, arguing that consumerism operates 
beyond dialectical oppositions to constitute consumption at different 
levels of scale – at the macro, meso and micro levels. More specifically, 
through qualitative data generated from official documents and inter-
views with state agency officials, consumers, and food manufacturers 
and retailers, the study undertakes a discourse analysis of date labeling in 
the food market. In accounting for the regulative, organizational and 
performative dimensions of consumption, the case of date labeling 
makes it possible to study consumerism at the intersection of the state, 
business and consumers. The study argues that consumption is consti-
tuted through a multiplicity of mundane power struggles that arise in the 
wake of date labeling. As such, it extends previous approaches by sug-
gesting an extra-dialectical theory of consumer culture. Further, it argues 
that date labeling reinforces the mind/body dualism of consumerism by 
privileging cognition and choice at the cost of the human embodiment 
and sensory perception. It concludes that empowered performativity 
does not represent a negation of power, but that it emerges as a product 
of power and the consumerist attempt to constitute effective, predicta-
ble, responsible and controlled consumption. However, future research 
should continue studying the dominant institutional conditions of partic-
ular consumption contexts. 
 
Keywords: power, Foucault, consumerism, consumption, consumer 
culture, institutions, markets, dialectical, food labeling, best before 
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Chapter 1: 
Introduction 

Consumerism and the management of everyday life 

... power reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and in-
serts itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes 
and everyday lives (Foucault, 1980b: 39). 

Some time ago, I was standing in my kitchen having just enjoyed a glass 
of cold, seemingly fresh milk from my refrigerator. As I was about to put 
the package back into the refrigerator, I felt a twist in my stomach as I 
noticed that the ‘best before’ date was yesterday. Smelling the milk it 
seemed fine; however, doubting myself, I immediately poured the re-
mains into the sink. I was angry with the retailer selling me old milk; I 
just bought it the other day for crying out loud! How can retailers be 
allowed to sell me food that is about to expire? Thinking about it some 
days later, this was far from the first time I changed my consumption, 
disposing of food because of an expired best before date. How could a 
seemingly mundane string of information like a date label possibly make 
me doubt myself and make my stomach grumble? Not only had the label 
invoked a feeling of discontent in my mind, but also disgust deep inside 
my body. 
 
 Date labeling represents a topical category of food labeling that pro-
vides us with information about the food we consume. Whether refer-
ring to the notorious 'best before' dates, the 'use by' dates or some other 
label indicating a preferred date of consumption,1 date labeling facilitates 
food consumption practice. As consumers, we are encouraged to choose 

                                                
1 Date labels are called various things in different countries. 
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whether to eat or drink particular products past a particular date. How-
ever, as regularly argued in the media, consumers (like myself above) 
tend to be 'blinded by best before dates', confusing best before dates 
with use by dates. As a result, consumers are commonly held responsible 
in the public opinion for wasting a large percent of the aggregate food 
production in everyday consumption (Ventour, 2008; 
Konsumentföreningen, 2009). Recently, however, the focus on consum-
ers' so called 'irrational' food consumption practices has been accompa-
nied by an increasing emphasis on food retailers also wasting. 
 
 Retailers waste what has been estimated to about 100 000 tons per 
year in Sweden alone, food which is disposed of as waste only because of 
the date labels (e.g. Aftonbladet, 2007; 2008; Arbetarbladet, 2009; 
ChinaDaily, 2009; DagensNyheter, 2010; Expressen, 2010; 
SvenskaDagbladet, 2010; Värmlandstidningen, 2011). 
 
 As a particular type of food labeling, date labeling is enforced onto 
pre-packed food products by law2 to ensure consumers' rights to be safe, 
heard, and informed in matters of consumption (Day & Aaker, 1997; 
Cohen, 2003: 357 ff.; Hilton, 2005a). By focusing consumer choice in 
certain directions, it may be seen as part of a larger market-mediated 
organization of the market. Not only organizing the market, however, as 
food date labeling also seek to manage consumption and everyday life 
for people as consumers, it may be understood as a form of consumerism. 
 
 Consumerism is a rich, variegated yet complex concept which has 
different connotations in different contexts, depending on scholarly tra-
dition and thought (cf. Swagler, 1994). Highlighting five somewhat over-
lapping meanings of consumerism in the literature, Gabriel and Lang 
(2006: 8) describe consumerism broadly as (i) a moral doctrine in devel-
oped countries; (ii) an ideology of conspicuous consumption; (iii) an 
economic ideology for global development underpinning capitalist ac-
cumulation; (iv) a political ideology concerned with the promotion of 
consumer rights; and (v) a social movement seeking to promote and pro-
tect the rights of consumers. As a consumption ideology, i.e. a system of 

                                                
2 Date labeling of food is regulated by law and mandatory for pre-packed products sold 
within the European Union and in most states within the U.S. 
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meaning that tends to direct and reproduce consumers' thoughts and 
actions in certain directions (Hirschman, 1993), consumerism operates as 
a discourse imbued with power (Thompson, 2004). This discursive pow-
er increases the opportunities of people as consumers to practice con-
sumption in ways that they otherwise would not have done. Moreover, it 
emphasizes the varied texture of consumerism (and power) and the mul-
tiple market actors and the social levels that are involved in constituting 
practices of consumption (ranging from the state, to corporate and to 
individual consumers). For example, date labeling, as regulated by the 
state at the macro level and organized by corporations at the meso level, 
increases the opportunities of people to perform consumption - acquire, 
arrange and dispose of food - in a way they were less likely to do other-
wise. Drawing on Gabriel and Lang (2006) and Thompson (2004), I see 
consumerism as a discourse or a set of discourses constituting consump-
tion through the market and, consequently, a discourse constituting peo-
ple into consumers (by others and by themselves). 
 
 Viewing consumerism as discourse allows me to investigate the power 
relations between the state, markets, and people as consumers (Karababa 
& Ger, 2011; Thompson, 2011). Draper and Green (2002: 622) note that 
European consumer food policy has gone from essentially focusing on 
the protection of passive buyers from fraud and deception to a neo-liberal 
emphasis on personal choice. A neo-liberal take on consumerism often 
translates into issues of consumer empowerment (Shankar, Cherrier & 
Canniford, 2006): that consumers are supposedly empowered and free to 
voluntarily make their own choices and decisions in consumption, and 
that this enables consumers to protect themselves from practices that 
may otherwise violate their rights as consumers. Working with neo-
liberalism, contemporary consumerism instructs people that they can 
reinvent and emancipate themselves through the market and through con-
sumption (e.g. Firat & Venkatesh, 1995; Trentmann, 2007). 
 
 In marketing theory, consumerism is typically reduced to a critique 
against the 'irrational' consumption practices of autonomous individuals 
and the waste mountains associated with 'throw-away society’ (Strasser, 
1999; Barr, 2004; Cooper, 2004, 2005; de Coverly, McDonagh, O'Malley 
& Patterson, 2008). Highlighting the problems of a consumer culture 
associated with excessive materialism and duped consumers’ rampage 
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consumption practices, marketing theory tends to reproduce a view of 
consumerism as a problem of "attitudes and behavior" (Cooper, 2004: 
443). In response to such deterministic research viewing consumers 
merely as duped and manipulated actors (Cooper, 2005), Consumer Cul-
ture Theory (CCT hereafter), as defined by (Arnould & Thompson, 
2005, 2007) emphasizes the ability of consumers to fray of the market 
and the culture of consumerism (Peñaloza & Price, 1993; Peñaloza, 
2001; Murray, 2002; Kozinets & Handelman, 2004; Cova, Kozinets & 
Shankar, 2007; Thompson & Coskuner-Balli, 2007). CCT understands 
'consumer culture' as the "social arrangement in which the relations be-
tween lived culture and social resources, and between meaningful ways 
of life and the symbolic and material resources on which they depend, 
are mediated through markets" (Slater, 1997: 8, my emphasis). Conse-
quently, there is a direct relation between consumer culture, the market 
and consumerism. As discursive power, consumerism renders consumer 
culture possible. However, the various market actors that constitute con-
sumer culture also reproduce consumerism. Moreover, while marketing 
research theorizing consumerism traditionally has assigned the consumer 
with sovereign characteristics in the negative sense (i.e. viewing the con-
sumer as object), CCT positively acknowledges the consumer as an active 
agent (i.e. viewing the consumer as subject). Focusing on consumers' activi-
ties in constituting consumption, it has been argued extensively in CCT 
that consumers are able (but not necessarily willing) to resist the mass 
market infused by the discourse of consumerism through consumption 
(e.g. Kozinets & Handelman, 2004). 
 
 A review of the CCT literature between 1985 and 2005 illustrates how 
the grand focus on consumers in previous studies has occurred at the cost 
of involving other market actors such as the state and corporations 
(Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Indeed, corporations tend to be por-
trayed as consumers' 'evil opposites' seeking to exploit individuals 
through the market (Holt, 2002). This focus on the micro level and the 
individual acts of consumption by consumers appears to be coupled with 
assumptions about the rise of the market economy and the economic 
dismantling of the welfare state (Firat & Dholakia, 2006). Tending to 
emphasize only individualization, fragmentation and agency, this concep-
tual relating of consumerism to consumption reproduces particular an-
tagonisms between consumers and other market actors. These come to 
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expression in central concepts that move attention away from the state 
and organizations to individuals and 'choice' (e.g. Thompson, 2005). Ex-
amples include various conceptualizations of consumer power (Denegri-
Knott, Zwick & Schroeder, 2006): consumer agency and emancipation (e.g. 
Murray & Ozanne, 1994; Murray, 2002), consumer tribes (Cova et al., 
2007), consumer empowerment (Shankar et al., 2006; Wright, Newman & 
Dennis, 2006), consumer resistance (Peñaloza & Price, 1993), and consumer 
choice (in more conventional economic theory). However, as has been 
argued by Bauman (2005: 58), what is expressed in these concepts is a 
view in which "consumerism puts the highest premium on choice: 
choosing, that purely formal modality, is a value in its own right, perhaps 
the sole value of consumerist culture, which does not call for, nor allow, 
justification". This one-sided focus on 'the consumer' as an analytical 
category in the theorization of consumer culture reproduces a conceptual 
framework in which the consumer is placed in dialectical opposition to the 
welfare state and to organizations, to consumerism and, thus, to power 
and control. 

Research problem: dialectical consumer culture 

By framing consumer culture in a dialectical framework (Miller, 2001; 
Holt, 2002), power is (largely) configured in terms of binary opposites 
and two univocal alternatives: consumer repression versus emancipation. 
In this view on consumer culture, consumers are repressed and con-
strained by power, but innovative in the sense of being able to escape 
and free themselves through consumption. However, as argued by 
Denegri-Knott et al. (2006: 961), consumption is about more than inter-
nal standards and consumer goals, and little research has focused on how 
power constructs people as knowing, free and empowered consumers. 
Indeed, recent discussions on consumer power (Denegri-Knott et al., 
2006) are mainly concerned with how consumers in seemingly autono-
mous ways withstand and resist power and consumerism, the market or 
some other synonym of capitalism's effects on mainstream consumption 
(cf. Cherrier, 2009a: 181). Here, power is an internal standard and con-
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sumers are able to withstand consumerism in various ways (Peñaloza & 
Price, 1993). Examples include consumers' reflexive capacities to oppose 
or flee market ideology infused by capitalism (Murray & Ozanne, 1991; 
Ozanne & Murray, 1995; Murray, 2002), phenomena of anti-
consumerism, boycotts or ‘political consumerism’ (Klein, 2000; 
Micheletti, 2003; Kozinets & Handelman, 2004; Micheletti, Follesdal & 
Stolle, 2006; Ozalp, 2008; Cherrier, 2009a), individuals' innovative abili-
ties to produce culture on their own or in conjunction with corporations 
(Firat & Venkatesh, 1993; Firat, Sherry & Venkatesh, 1994; Firat & 
Venkatesh, 1995; Peñaloza, 2001; Sen, Gürhan-Canli & Morwitz, 2001; 
Kozinets, 2002; Firat & Dholakia, 2006; Cova & Dalli, 2009; Peñaloza & 
Mish, 2011). This array of studies seeking to define where the constraints 
of the market end and emancipated spaces begin has pushed scholars to 
question whether consumers should escape the market entirely (Arnould, 
2007). 
 
 Underlining this dialectical framework of consumer culture (or ema-
nating out of it), CCT has favored the micro level at the expense of the 
macro and meso levels, preferring to theorize about the symbolic aspects 
of consumption rather than conceptualizing consumer culture as an as-
sembling of various actors co-creating the market (Holt, 2002; Peñaloza 
& Mish, 2011). Because power is primarily ascribed repressive qualities, 
the field suffers from a back-leaping tendency to seek out where the in-
fluences of the market end and emancipated spaces for consumers begin 
(Thompson 2004: 172). This comes to expression in a deadlock quest 
seeking to determine where, when, and how consumers may succeed in 
emancipating themselves from 'the constraints' of consumerism. Within 
the literature, Murray and Ozanne (1991; 1995; Murray 2002) and fol-
lowers (Kozinets, 2002; Kozinets & Handelman, 2004) have been most 
vocal on this view, arguing for an emphasis on emancipatory solutions. 
Holt (2002) has been harsh in his critique against emancipatory illumina-
tions (e.g. Adorno & Horkheimer, [1944] 1997). He argues that consum-
er resistance facilitates a dialectical process in which the market rejuve-
nates itself as consumers' emancipatory efforts are continuously incorpo-
rated into corporations' strategies of practicing power. Endorsing an 
emancipatory potential, Holt (2002: 88) still contends, however, that 
consumers will have little tolerance for corporations and their brands, 
which do not fulfill consumers' civic obligations. 
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 Parallel to this micro-orientation around consumption in CCT, broad-
er studies in political science on the politics of consumption scrutinize 
how people are made subjects of various forms of economic discourse 
(Miller & Rose, 1997; Cruikshank, 1999; Cohen, 2003; Schor, 2004; 
Micheletti et al., 2006; Trentmann, 2006; Rose, 2008). In these discus-
sions, the contemporary neo-liberal economies of the Western world are 
increasingly including the consumer as a core subject of the economy, 
entwining 'the consumer' with notions of people as citizens (Burgess, 
2001; Cohen, 2003; Gabriel & Lang, 2006; Trentmann, 2006, 2007; Rose, 
2008). As several have argued, for example, there has been an increasing 
concern by the state to actively reduce the economic and societal conse-
quences of risks associated with mistakes and failures of control, not 
least in the food industry (Beck, 1992; Lupton, 1999; Draper & Green, 
2002; Tulloch & Lupton, 2002; Ansell & Vogel, 2006; Kjærnes, 2009). 
This state concern for 'the consumer' is accompanied by a growing inter-
est among corporations in managing through transparency, predictability 
and accountability (e.g. Ritzer, 2004; Rabinow & Rose, 2006; Ritzer & 
Jurgenson, 2010), which often involves excessive standardization, tracea-
bility schemes, external audits, and policy (Power, 2007; Power, Scheytt, 
Soin & Sahlin, 2009). While these broader discussions have theorized 
how people (by themselves and others) are turned into subjects of con-
sumption in public life, i.e. citizenship (cf. Micheletti, 2003; Trentmann, 
2007; Johnston, 2008), research on the market's role in organizing and 
mediating consumerism in everyday life is scarce. 
 
 Tending to theorize consumption at the micro level (cf. Arnould & 
Thompson, 2005), however, CCT reproduces a variety of problematic 
ontological assumptions and claims concerning the consumer as subject 
of discourse3. Common to these claims is that consumer agency and 
resistance represent some sort of emancipatory negation of the market 
and consumerist culture. Reproducing a dialectical understanding of con-
sumer culture in which the consumer and consumer agency are largely 
theorized as oppositional to and 'outside' the market, there is a lack of 
theory on how consumption is also constituted in relation to institutional 
forces at the macro and meso levels of scale (cf. Arnould & Thompson, 
2005: 876; Denegri-Knott et al., 2006: 962). 

                                                
3 The concept of discourse will be elaborated on in chapter 2 and 3. 
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 However, as pointed out by Foucault (2000a) and argued by Thomp-
son (2004: 172), there is no subjectivity or identity position outside of 
discourse and power. A small stream of CCT research thus emphasizes 
the relation between everyday consumption, markets, and institutionally 
embedded power relations in consumer culture (cf. Hodgson, 2000; 
Thompson, 2003, 2004; Shankar et al., 2006; Cherrier, 2009a). Moreover, 
in contradiction to the focus in previous studies on highly pronounced 
consumer resistance (Kozinets & Handelman, 2004), some have argued 
for more research on the everyday, mundane aspects of power (Ulver-
Sneistrup, Askegaard & Kristensen, 2011). This opens up for conceptual-
izing consumer culture beyond the dialectical trope of inside/outside the 
market and inspires investigation of how consumerisms constitute con-
sumption. 
 
 The power relations between the state, markets, and people as con-
sumers therefore need to be further investigated (Denegri-Knott et al., 
2006). In particular, there is limited research about the concrete ways in 
which consumerism at larger levels of scale intervenes in the market to 
constitute everyday consumption. While Holt (2002) and Kozinets 
(2004) scrutinize consumer culture suggesting that consumers negotiate 
agency at the micro level, Thompson (2004) shows how consumers are 
able to contest institutional discourses and practices of consumerism 
through alternative discourses of power. Albeit discussing how con-
sumption is constituted at different levels of scale in society, Shankar, 
Cherrier, and Canniford's (2006) study is theoretical rather than empiri-
cal. 

Aim and research questions 

The aim of the present study is therefore to investigate how consumerism at different 
levels of scale intervenes in the market to constitute everyday consumption. To this 
aim, the study first investigates how the state seeks to regulate consump-
tion at the macro level. The study then explores how corporations seek 
to organize consumption at the meso level by managing consumers in 
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particular ways. Finally, the study investigates how people perform con-
sumption by managing themselves as consumers at the micro level. 
 
 To this end, the study conducts a cultural (discourse) analysis (Holt, 
1997; Moisander, Valtonen & Hirsto, 2009) of food date labeling in 
Sweden. Data have been generated using semi-structured interviews with 
state, corporate and consumer market actors, as well as readings of Offi-
cial Reports of the Swedish Government (ORSGs), government bills and 
regulative documents from industry organizations. As an artifact of con-
sumerism, food date labeling was established in Sweden in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s in the context of consumers' rights to be adequately in-
formed in consumption (cf. Day & Aaker, 1997). The longstanding in-
fluence of social democratic governance in the 20th century (Hilton, 
2005b), a rather extraordinary public administrative concern with the 
consumer-citizen (Trentmann, 2007), makes Sweden rather unique for 
research on the power dynamics of contemporary consumerism involv-
ing neo-liberal principles and ideas of empowerment (cf. Draper & 
Green, 2002). Moreover, the case of food date labeling makes it possible 
to study how consumerism operates at different levels of scale, from 
how the state seeks to interfere with the market and consumption at the 
macro level, to how organizations mediate and struggle with such inter-
vention at the meso level, and onto how consumers struggle with and are 
made subjects of such consumerism at the micro level in everyday life. 
 
 How human beings are made subjects in our culture was a matter of 
particular concern for the 20th century social philosopher Michel Fou-
cault (e.g. Foucault, 2000c: 326). Throughout his work, he argued that 
power is productive rather than merely repressive of social action and, 
therefore, power cannot be reduced to dialectical oppositions of, for 
example, (consumer) emancipation vs. constraint (Foucault, 1980a). 
Foucault's work provides analytical tools establishing a relation between 
the microphysics and macrophysics of power (Burchell, Gordon & 
Miller, 1991: 4). As such, his work enables relating the micro level focus 
on consumption in CCT to a broader macro level framework of concep-
tualizing the operations of power. In addition, neo-institutional theory 
(NIT) (Scott, 2008) contributes to the study with analytical tools to ex-
amine regulation and organization at the meso level of scale, what may 
be referred to as mesophysics of power. Although it can be argued there are 
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contradictions between NIT and Foucault's notions of power, NIT al-
lows me to more straightforward deal with the workings of regulative 
mechanisms and the operations of power seeking to establish organiza-
tional legitimacy at the meso level. Not so much extending as comple-
menting Foucault, NIT is used to understand matters of wider scope 
discussed by Foucault (e.g. 1980) in more concrete terms. In addition, I 
draw on the work by Ritzer (2004; Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010) in order to 
more clearly illustrate the implications of power, operating through the 
rationalizing institutions of consumerism, on consumer culture. 
 
 The overall implications of this framework on the study involve mov-
ing beyond the micro level of previous CCT and accounting for the 
regulative, organizational and performative dimensions of consumption; 
how consumerism constitutes consumption and shapes the market at 
different levels of scale (cf. Arnould & Thompson, 2005: 876). 

Chapter outline 

The remainder of the study is outlined as follows. Chapter 2 starts out 
reviewing CCT and how it understands power and consumption. Be-
cause the particular consumption context of the study concerns how 
food is disposed of in consumer culture, part of this review involves the 
existing literature on disposal. I then introduce three dominant explana-
tory models of power in consumer culture and review the literature on 
consumer agency and resistance which these have informed. I then de-
velop an alternative approach to power and consumption drawing on the 
work of CCT, Foucault and NIT. 
 
 In chapter 3, I discuss the case, the data methods, and my social on-
tology and epistemology. In chapters 4-6, I present and analyze the data. 
Chapter 4 focuses on the macro level, and how consumption is regulat-
ed, chapter 5 focuses on the meso level, and how consumption is orga-
nized, chapter 6 focuses on the micro level, and how consumption is 
performed. Each of chapters 4-6 contains a first part in which the data is 
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presented followed by an analysis in the second part. In chapter 7 I pre-
sent my conclusions, offer some brief managerial implications and make 
suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 2: 
Theory 

This chapter begins with a presentation of CCT as a theoretical approach 
to consumption. Because known implications of consumerism to society 
involve the generation of large quantities of waste, in order to under-
stand consumerism at the level of the individual, I also need to explore 
how consumerism relates to consumers' food disposal practices. Thus, 
Chapter 2 continues with reviewing existing literature on disposal as an 
act of consumption. This is followed by a section in which I review three 
explanatory models of power in consumer culture, continued by a review 
of studies on consumer power and agency of which these models have 
informed. An alternative Foucauldian approach re-conceptualizing pow-
er and consumption is then presented. 

Consumer culture, consumerism and disposal 

The study of consumption is largely carried out within the field of con-
sumer research. Consumer research is an expanding subfield of market-
ing theory consisting of three major research areas: econometric model-
ing, information processing, and CCT (Arnould & Thompson, 2005, 
2007). CCT heavily draws on sociological and anthropological theory 
(e.g. Elias, [1939] 2000; Mauss, [1954] 1990; Baudrillard, [1970] 1998) 
and has as a research tradition figured in marketing theory since the 
1950s. However, it was during the 'cultural turn' of the 1980s that CCT 
emerged as a distinct field within marketing research. This occurred in 
what has been described as a reaction to managerial marketing theory 
and the production-oriented literature (Ekstrom, 2003). CCT emerged 
out of what Arnould and Thompson (2005: 868) retrospectively coined 
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“a family of theoretical perspectives that address the dynamic relation-
ships between consumer actions, the marketplace, and cultural mean-
ings". 
 
 CCT theorizes 'consumer culture' as the "social arrangement in which 
the relations between lived culture and social resources, and between 
meaningful ways of life and the symbolic and material resources on 
which they depend, are mediated through markets" (Slater, 1997: 8). 
'Culture' in this sense does not refer to 'a culture' but rather denotes the 
acknowledgement of heterogeneous and often contradicting cultures co-
existing in the market (cf. Brown, 1995; Elliott, 1997). 
 
 One branch of CCT is particularly concerned with consumer ideology, 
i.e. systems of meaning that tend to channel and reproduce consumers' 
thoughts and actions in such a way as to defend dominating interests in 
society (Hirschman, 1993). Here, consumers are, as defined by Arnould 
and Thompson (2005: 874), "conceived of as interpretive agents whose 
meaning-creating activities range from those that tacitly embrace the 
dominant representations of consumer identity and lifestyle ideals por-
trayed in advertising and mass media to those that consciously deviate 
from these ideological instructions". The questions guiding this research 
program, the mass-mediated marketplace ideologies and consumers' interpretive 
strategies (Arnould & Thompson, 2005: 874), for the most part figure 
outside marketing theory in broader discussions on the politics of con-
sumption and everyday life (e.g. Fiske, 1989; Arvidsson, 2006; 
Trentmann, 2007). Particularly concerned with how consumers repro-
duce and resist the market infused by the culture of consumerism (i.e. 
consumer culture), this research program study consumption in the con-
text of corporate capitalism and marketing as a social institution (Holt, 
2002; Murray, 2002; Kozinets & Handelman, 2004; Zwick, Bonsu & 
Darmody, 2008; Cova & Dalli, 2009). 
 
 Consumption can be seen as a process-oriented cycle consisting of 
categories concerning acquisition, possession, and disposal (Jacoby, 
Berning & Dietvorst, 1977; Holbrook, 1987; Arnould & Thompson, 
2005). Consumerism involves the organization of consumption regarding 
these three categories. Although many studies have focused on consum-
erism in relation to acquisition and possession, few studies have investi-
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gated disposal (Harrell & McConocha, 1992; Munro, 1995; Arnould & 
Thompson, 2005; de Coverly et al., 2008; Naylor, Bearden & Coulter, 
2008). 
 
 CCT rejects traditional economic theory of consumption as derived 
unproblematically from a production system based on needs (Friedman 
& Friedman, 1990). Rather, CCT understands consumption as symbolic 
practices in the organization of social relations. Classical inspirations 
from outside consumer research that are central to the understanding of 
consumption and disposal in CCT include studies on the gift and gift 
economies (Mauss, [1954] 1990), burial rites (Hertz, [1907] 1960), or dirt 
and pollution (Douglas, [1966] 2009). In his notion of general economy, 
Bataille ([1949] 2007) argues that economic production should not be 
linked to scarcity, but to excess. Consequently, for Bataille, the aim of 
production becomes destruction, and the key problem becomes what to 
do with the accursed share (fr. la part maudite), the excess energy translat-
ed into an excess of products and objects, a process of growth that 
reaches its limits in entropy and anomie. To control economic growth 
efficiently, to manage surplus production, the only solution is to destroy 
or squander the excess in various forms of consumption. Most notably, 
according to Bataille, capitalism operates constantly seeking to direct, 
channel, and dispose of the accursed share into full economic growth, to 
produce growth without an end. This line of reasoning has been substan-
tially developed throughout the years since Bataille. E.g. by Deleuze and 
Guattari ([1972] 2005, [1980] 2007), who explored the non-discursive 
and productive side of desire under capitalism, and Baudrillard ([1970] 
1998), who argued how consumption represents the rationalized process 
in which production extends into the everyday life of consumers. 

The consumer society needs its objects in order to be. More precisely, it needs to 
destroy them. The use of objects leads only to their dwindling disappearance [...] This 
is why, most of the time, objects are present by their absence, and why their very 
abundance paradoxically signifies penury [...] Only in destruction are objects 
there in excess and only then, in their disappearance, do they attest to wealth 
(Baudrillard, [1970] 1998: 47, emphasis original) 
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Douglas (2009 [1966]) understands disposal in terms of structuralism as 
matter (such as food) transgressing cultural norms and values, “matter 
out of place” (p. 35) This binary thinking describes the social world as 
based on cultural classifications and categories that are maintained by 
subjects through a spatial, but constant, definition of goods transgressing 
those classifications as either ‘dirt’ or ‘pollutant’. According to Douglas, 
the disposal of something (e.g. food) is about boundary and order. Food 
is not defined as dirt because of peoples' perceptions of it as unhealthy 
or bad, but because it may transgress and stand outside the cultural cod-
ing/categorization surrounding it (Douglas, [1966] 2009). Thus, dirt is 
above all a spatial category, and disposal has to do with objects that no 
longer fit inside these culturally defined boundaries. According to Doug-
las, disposed objects are seen as dirt or pollution (‘matter out of place’) 
and dirt appears where boundaries have not been properly established. It 
is the notion of the abnormal, disgusting or the inappropriate that make 
the matter remain out of place until it is represented out of existence. 
Douglas ([1966] 2009) feels social order depends on representational acts 
of cleansing (e.g. a refrigerator becomes 'clean' once the old and ‘dirty’ 
food is disposed of). 
 
 In contemporary consumer research, disposal has been regarded as 
playing an important role concerning identity and negotiation of roles 
(Belk, Sherry & Wallendorf, 1988; Young, 1991; Price, Arnould & 
Folkman Curasi, 2000; Bonsu & Belk, 2003). Some studies theorize dis-
posal as consumers' practices of managing social relations (Mauss, [1954] 
1990), as between oneself disposing of an object and new generations of 
heritage receiving the object disposed of. As argued by Young (1991: 36), 
possessions “...are not disposed of on whims—they are carefully calcu-
lated maneuvers that facilitate and validate role transitions” (p. 36). Simi-
larly, Price, Arnould, and Curasi (2000) argue that disposal entails sym-
bolic immortality as consumers may seek to insure that their contribu-
tions in life do not die with their bodies. By transferring objects to 
younger family members, cultural capital acquired and accumulated by 
the linage may be transferred to younger members of the family (p.196). 
 
 Viewing disposal as meaningful consumption activities, the theory of 
the gift has been developed in the context of contemporary consumer 
culture (Belk, 1976; Sherry, 1983; Belk, 2010; Mauss, [1954] 1990). In 



 16 

common for this research on disposal is the strong focus on consumers’ 
negotiation of meaning, identity, and relationships (e.g. Cherrier, 2009b), 
whether it relates to theories of transitions and passing along of objects 
(Young, 1991; Price et al., 2000), gift giving (Belk, 1976; Sherry, 1983; 
Sherry, McGrath & Levy, 1992; Belk, 2010; Mauss, [1954] 1990), or the 
sociocultural complexities of disposal in the buyer-seller exchange (Belk 
et al., 1988; see also Peñaloza & Gilly, 1999). 
 
 A second body of consumer research explores the mundane aspects 
of disposal. In his study of everyday food disposal, Munro (1995) pro-
poses that food is characterized by a high level of temporality due to 
reasons of excess; the global food industry delivers a product supply far 
beyond our mere ‘needs’ (in the economic sense). For Munro, food dis-
posal occurs on a more constant and continuous level compared with the 
disposal of other objects in the household as an everyday management of 
excess. 
 
 Hetherington (2002) explores the potentiality of previously disposed 
things to return and ‘haunt’ the consumer, raising intriguing questions 
about what it means to engage in the creation of absence. Revolving 
around a critique of Douglas’ binary thinking of dirt/clean, Hetherington 
(2002) posits that objects may re-become ‘clean’. As such, he argues for 
the ‘secondhandness’ of objects and critiques the relation between dis-
posal and waste as a far “too final” conception (p. 159). Disposal, ac-
cording to Hetherington, is an issue of engaging with keeping things in 
absence. That which is disposed of in a wrongful manner, for example, 
not in an environmental friendly way, may return to haunt the consumer 
and continue to inscribe meaning to past consumption (p.170). He con-
tends, “...what is often missing is a sense that disposal is a continual 
practice of engaging with and holding things in a state of absence” (p. 
159, my italics). 
 
 Following Munro (1995) and Hetherington (2002), Gregson, Metcalfe, 
and Crewe (2007b, 2007a) explore consumers’ disposal of durable 
household objects, maintaining that rather than throwing things away in 
excess, consumers go to extreme lengths to pass things on, hand them 
around, and sell them, and – just as often – quietly forget about them 
(Gregson et al., 2007a: 683). Moreover, it is argued that certain forms of 
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disposal are better understood as everyday practices, routines, than as 
carefully calculated maneuvers (Gregson et al., 2007b). As argued by 
Featherstone (2007: 16), it is important to differentiate between consum-
er durables (refrigerators, hi-fi equipment, cameras, furniture etc.) and 
nondurables (food, drinks, clothing, body-care products etc.) Indeed, the 
disposal of food and other nondurables are likely to be different the dis-
posal of nondurables. 

Power and consumption 

Economic theory has traditionally viewed the consumer as a sovereign 
agent performing rationally in the market, considering market failure (e.g. 
food waste) as a failure of production to satisfy the nature of consumer 
demand based on needs (Smith, [1776] 2008). In contemporary market-
ing theory and consumer research, power emerges in discussions on con-
sumer sovereignty, agency, and resistance (Peñaloza & Price, 1993; 
Ozanne & Murray, 1995; Thompson, 2004). The literature, however, 
provides a limited number of systematic discussions on power and con-
sumption (cf. Denegri-Knott et al., 2006: 952). 
 
 Desmond's (2003) discussion is among the few to conduct a systemat-
ic examination of the concept of power in consumption research. He 
stresses the complexity of the concept by contrasting three approaches 
to power and consumption: neoliberal, reformist and disciplinary ap-
proaches. A liberal view on power has consumers appear as empowered 
(sovereign) champions of the market through consumption (Firat & 
Venkatesh, 1995). While the reformist view, following the philosophy of 
the Frankfurt school (e.g. Adorno & Horkheimer, [1944] 1997), empha-
size the cultural domination of capital, the disciplinary or Foucauldian 
(1977) approach highlights the ways power operates at a distance to pro-
duce the consumer. 
 
 More recently, Denegri-Knott et al (2006: 963) describe three domi-
nant explanatory models of power as well as three resulting views on 
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consumer agency and consumption: the sovereign, cultural, and discur-
sive model of power. 

Sovereign power and autonomous consumption 

The first model of power identified by Denegri-Knott et al (2006) is the 
sovereign model, which to date represents the most commonly used 
view on power within the social sciences (ibid.). This model, which ad-
vocates the neoliberal or sovereign approaches to power, can be traced 
back to Hobbes ([1651] 1996), passing through Smith ([1776] 2008), 
Dahl (1957) and Friedman (Friedman & Friedman, 1990). As far as it is 
known, Hobbes was among the first to understand power as accumula-
tive 'substance'. Essentially, Hobbes contended that power could be op-
erationalized as someone's possession of various kinds of skills that facil-
itate coercion. Similarly, Dahl proposed that ownership of power should 
be assessed in terms of independent and dependent variables as evi-
denced by behavioral manifestations and decision-making. This model 
therefore emphasizes the possibilities of the consumer to act as an au-
tonomous, powerful, and rational agent who is able to practice consump-
tion for realizing positive societal outcomes (Stevens, 1996). 
 
 The sovereign model of power suggests that consumers may allocate 
power as if it were 'a substance' to be held and possessed by one party 
and exercised over a less powerful party. As such, consumers may also 
become disempowered in the market. In this sense, power is ‘sovereign’ 
in the sense that it puts pressure on the passive object from the outside, 
for example, the consumer. For example, consumer power implies that a 
consumer or a group of consumers are able to make a corporation sur-
render to their wills by practicing their power (the consumer is king) (cf. 
Desmond, 2003: 107). Accordingly, power can be lost by consumers and 
reallocated by corporations only to be seized again by the consumers. 
 
 Following a sovereign model of consumption, consumers are able to 
practice power over corporations through their abilities to exercise free 
choice in the market (e.g. Sirgy & Su, 2000). In terms of Friedman and 
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Friedman (1990), consumers exercise free and rational choices in the 
market that result in production that is more efficient and that maximizes 
welfare. 
 
 From this perspective, consumerism expressed at the level of the in-
dividual (e.g. coming to expression in various types of consumer activ-
ists) (Kozinets & Handelman, 2004), or political consumerism 
(Micheletti et al., 2006) can be considered as the attempts of individuals 
to emancipate themselves by exercising choice. In this sense, consumers 
are empowered and agentic when they are successful in combining re-
sources and skills to make producers do what they would not otherwise 
do (e.g. Swagler, 1994; Rucker & Galinsky, 2008). 

Cultural power and emancipatory consumption 

Critiques of contemporary consumer society and the culture of consum-
erism in CCT commonly theorize the market as politically repressive 
(Arvidsson, 2006). Therefore, CCT is doubtful about consumer sover-
eignty but still tends to endorse an optimistic view on consumer agency. 
Studies have explored the ways consumers are able to differentiate from 
and escape the market infused by the culture of consumerism, i.e. con-
sumer culture. 
 
 The second model of power identified by Denegri-Knott et al (2006), 
the 'cultural model', therefore conceptualizes consumers as creative 
agents able to elude what is considered as the repressive power of the 
market. Thus, consumers may develop counteracting tactics to cope with 
powerful corporate market actors. Drawing on de Certeau (1988), this 
model of power considers the agentic or empowered consumer not nec-
essarily free from repression. Rather, a distinction is made between em-
powerment/agency and resistance per se. Consequently, consumer power is 
not as much the natural ability of consumers to oppose the mass market 
(cf. the sovereign model). Rather, power resides in the artisan-like inven-
tiveness and developed skills of consumers to cope with power. Fiske 
(1989), for example, uses de Certeau's (1984) military metaphor to pro-
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pose that popular culture is a site of power relations in constant struggle. 
Agentic and empowered consumers do not merely ‘make do’ in con-
sumption, but manipulate and reconstitute those spaces as well 
(Thompson & Coskuner-Balli, 2007). In this way, empowered consum-
ers are able to exert some sense of control over marketing (Wathieu, 
Brenner, Carmon, Chattopadhyay, Wertenbroch, Drolet, Gourville, 
Muthukrishnan, Novemsky, Ratner & Wu, 2002). Consumers are there-
fore empowered when they obtain power vis-a-vis corporations, and at 
least to some extent, they control aspects of the communication process 
influencing how consumers practice consumption (Cova & Pace, 2006; 
Firat & Dholakia, 2006). 
 
 Next to the sovereign model, the cultural model of power assigns 
more agency to consumers (e.g. Penaloza & Price, 1993; Ozanne & 
Murray, 1995; Giesler & Pohlmann, 2003). In CCT, this view on power 
is manifested in various discussions about consumer agency which have 
recently attracted considerable interest (Holt, 2002; Kozinets, 2002; 
Kozinets & Handelman, 2004; Thompson, 2004; Gabriel & Lang, 2006). 
Studies involve conceptualization of consumers' reflexive capacities to 
oppose capitalism (Murray & Ozanne, 1991; Ozanne & Murray, 1995; 
Murray, 2002), phenomena of anti-consumerism, boycotts or ‘political 
consumerism’ (Klein, 2000; Micheletti, 2003; Kozinets & Handelman, 
2004; Micheletti et al., 2006; Ozalp, 2008; Cherrier, 2009a), individuals' 
abilities to produce culture on their own, or in conjunction with corpora-
tions (Firat & Venkatesh, 1993; Firat et al., 1994; Firat & Venkatesh, 
1995; Kozinets, 2001; Peñaloza, 2001; Sen et al., 2001; Kozinets, 2002; 
Firat & Dholakia, 2006; Cova & Dalli, 2009; Peñaloza & Mish, 2011). 
Indeed, numerous studies acknowledge the agency of the consumer. 
 
 Murray and Ozanne (Murray & Ozanne, 1991, 1994; Ozanne & 
Murray, 1995) have been most vocal, stressing the repressive influence 
that the culture of consumerism bears on consumers and their experi-
ences. For them, consumer emancipation is a process of escaping ideo-
logical influences that sustain a consumer culture based on materialism 
and capitalist ethics. Corporations’ powerful abilities to structure con-
sumers’ social, political, and cultural imaginations occur through their 
resources (capital) to control information and media (Ozanne & Murray, 
1995: 520). Drawing on Baudrillard's ([1968] 2005) code of signs and the 
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philosophy of the Frankfurt School (Habermas, 2001; Adorno & 
Horkheimer, [1944] 1997; Marcuse, [1964] 2002), Murray and Ozanne 
stress that consumers need to constantly re-emancipate from the mass-
market hegemony by developing and maintaining a critical reflexivity 
(Murray and Ozanne 1991). Here, emancipation requires reflexively defi-
ant consumers to reflect on and remain critical to the conditions in 
which they live, and who use this critical reflexivity to escape dominant 
codes of their everyday consumption (cf. Baudrillard, [1968] 2005). 
 
 As discussions on consumers' various efforts to cope with powerful 
corporate players in the market have progressed, focus has remained on 
individual consumers’ (micro level) attempts to resist, modify, or alter 
the market (e.g. Penaloza & Price, 1993; Peñaloza, 2001; Kozinets & 
Handelman, 2004). Consumption is a site of resistance where consumers' 
creativity to oppose the power of, for example, servicescapes that seek to 
control consumer experiences (Peñaloza, 2000, 2001). Examples include 
the efforts of corporations and marketers that seek to establish cultural 
frames for consumers through the production of commercial messages, 
myths, and public spaces (e.g. shopping malls), and how active consum-
ers are able to adapt to and develop tactics of resistance (Kozinets & 
Handelman, 2004; Arsel & Thompson, 2011). 
 
 A central focus here is to examine the everyday practices and strate-
gies adapted and developed by consumers seeking to navigate or subvert 
the capitalist economy, emphasizing the emancipatory power that con-
sumption brings to the consumer (e.g. Penaloza & Price, 1993; Firat & 
Venkatesh, 1995). In contrast to the negative focus on the market that 
Murray and Ozanne (1991; 1995) advocate, Firat and Venkatesh (1995: 
260) believe that consumption is the ‘postmodern locus’ of emancipa-
tion, and the process consumption reclaims a self-directed agency from 
the market. This line of reasoning is further elaborated by Firat and 
Dholakia (2006: 143) as an ever-increasing focus on empowerment 
through consumers’ participation “in the determination of the attributes 
and features of the products with which they must interact...” (see also 
Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Arnould, 2006; Peñaloza & Venkatesh, 2006). 
 
 Kozinets and Handelman (2004) examine consumer activist move-
ments that seek ideological and cultural change by engaging in activist 
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reform. The authors call into question the standard assumption of a nat-
ural alliance between consumer activists and other consumers. 
Baudrillard argued already in 1970, however, that the agency of consum-
ers is a complex issue. Directing critique against the autonomous con-
sumer actions advocated by the sovereign view on power, he argued that 
emancipation has become impossible in contemporary consumer culture 
(consumer society) (Baudrillard, [1970] 1998). Baudrillard suggested re-
sistance to consumption, 

...may then take the form of the rejection of objects, the rejection of 'consump-
tion', and yet this still remains the very ultimate in consumption" (ibid.: 90). 

Further, 

the solution to social contradiction is not equalization but differentiation. No 
revolution is possible at the level of a code - or, alternatively, revolutions take 
place every day at that level, but they are 'fashion revolutions', which are harm-
less and foil to the other kind (Baudrillard, [1970] 1998: 94). 

Holt (2002) argues for a similar view in theorizing consumer culture and 
the agency that it bears on consumers. He argues for a dialectical theory of 
consumer culture in which the agency of consumers seeking emancipa-
tion from the market through differentiation paradoxically comes to 
function as a dialectic attribute to the continuous and reciprocal repro-
duction of a hegemonic market. Holt indeed considers consumers to be 
able to exercise resistance in markets, however, total emancipation is 
impossible. 

Discursive power and co-created consumption 

More recently, the question of consumer power and agency, the focus on 
exploring where the marketplace ends and emancipated spaces for con-
sumers begin have entered a broader discussion on how markets and 
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consumption are constructed in power - resistance dynamics (Holt, 2002; 
Thompson, 2004; Shankar et al., 2006; Arnould, 2007; Zwick et al., 2008; 
Cherrier, 2009a; Ulver-Sneistrup et al., 2011). This discussion emphasizes 
the relation between everyday consumption, markets, and institutionally 
embedded power relations in consumer culture. Here, the practices and 
activities of free (agentic) consumers and corporate players together con-
stitute the market as a possible field of interaction and exchange. 
 
 In contrast to the cultural model of power, the exchanges and interac-
tions between consumers and producers are seen as co-creating and re-
producing the market. This discursive model of power therefore rejects the 
notion of the sovereign power and discards the opposition between 
powerful marketers and resisting consumers posited by the cultural 
model (Denegri-Knott et al.: 960). Rather, the discursive approach under-
stands culture and consumption as constituted through power inscribed in 
discourse. As such, power is beyond allocation by subjects but defines 
the ability and conditions for subjects to mobilize discursive strategies 
for determination of knowledge in a particular field of action (i.e. the 
market) (Thompson, 2004). 
 
 Commonly drawing on Foucault, and challenging neo-liberal and neo-
conservative concepts of democracy and management (e.g. Laclau & 
Mouffe, [1985] 2001), power shapes social reality. This view of power 
takes into account the discursive and institutional formations governing 
consumption and production (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006: 962). In this 
still marginalized stream of critically oriented marketing and consumer 
research, the focus is on the ongoing interactions between different mar-
ket actors and how they together reproduce the market or a particular 
field of action (Miller & Rose, 1997; Hodgson, 2000; Holt, 2002; Orlie, 
2002; Thompson, 2004; Shankar et al., 2006; Skålén, Fellesson & 
Fougère, 2006; Zwick et al., 2008). Other studies outside consumer re-
search have studied the rise of the citizen-consumer (Stolle, Hooghe & 
Micheletti, 2005; Micheletti et al., 2006). Lockie (2009), for example, ar-
gues that people are actively constituted in neo-liberal discourse as con-
sumers who must use their consumption choices as expressions of social 
agency or citizenship. 
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 For Foucault, power can never be held and possessed by anybody, i.e. 
power is exercised only in relation to power exercised by others. Indeed, 
according to him, power is the relation itself through which subjects 
emerge out of knowledge (power/knowledge). Power, in Foucault’s 
view, is everywhere because it permeates everything. That is to say, ra-
ther than existing somewhere in consumer culture, among some people 
or group, power produces social reality in actu by inscribing itself into 
knowledge as discourse (see also Pottage, 1998: 22; Foucault, 2000c: 340-
342). In Foucault's view on power, there are two interrelated ways of 
approaching the constitution of subjects. These approaches both relate 
to discourse as a most central ontological element that is constitutive of 
reality (Foucault, 1997b). 
 
 In the early Foucault (1972), archeology relates to the rules that define 
particular (historical) discourses. In the late Foucault (1980a), genealogy 
focuses on the forces and particular (sociocultural) events and processes 
that constitute discursive practices into units, wholes, and singularities. 
Genealogy emphasizes the forces and relations of power connected to dis-
cursive practices (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000). In both cases, it is 
knowledge inscribed in discourse which constitutes the conduit between 
power and practice (whether discourse on food safety, public health, 
marketing etc.): power/knowledge. 
 
Thompson (2003; 2004) has been most vocal in advocating a Foucauldi-
an take on consumer culture. His explorations into the discourses and 
practices of holistic medicine used by consumers to create distance from 
the medical identities derived from a more dominant institutional pre-
scription (ibid.). Thompson (2004) submits that institutional processes 
and mechanisms of power allow corporations to exercise considerable 
political power over the consumer (e.g. through the control over mass 
media), entailing many tacit forms of market domination far beyond the 
abilities of individual subjects to fray off. In his study of the natural 
health movement, Thompson (2004), similar to Murray (2002), shows 
the productive side of power in arguing that consumers are able to con-
struct identity through resistance. 
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Re-conceptualizing power and consumption 

The studies reviewed above present a helpful yet incomplete body of 
knowledge into consumers' relations to markets and consumer culture. 
Numerous studies show how consumers engage in various forms of re-
sistance of the consumerist market through consumption. While these 
studies theorize consumer agency and resistance in various forms, little is 
known about the concrete ways in which consumers are organized in the 
market at the macro and meso levels. 
 
 I will now extend my framework, moving beyond previous approach-
es that theorize consumption at the level of the individual consumer. In 
so doing, I seek to relate the microphysics of power discussed in CCT with 
the macrophysics of power in a more concrete manner. This relates to the 
research problem by emphasizing the discursive and institutional condi-
tions governing the market at the meso level and which seek to structure 
practice at the intersection between consumption and production (cf. 
Denegri-Knott et al., 2006: 961). 

Productive power and discourse 

In this light, the consumer is the epitome of the liberal individual, and consumer-
ism can be seen as a pre-eminent social training in its ethical production. It is 
where we apply to ourselves, at the most intimate and detailed levels, the opera-
tions in which we understand ourselves in terms of choice (Slater, 1997: 61). 

Foucault’s commentators have reasoned that rather than considering his 
work in straightforward chronological terms, where one concept slowly 
evolves into another, particular elements should be seen in reference to 
the whole (e.g. Gordon 1991; Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983). The Fou-
cauldian framework adapted here thus takes inspiration from various 
stages in his work, but mainly from his genealogical period and not as 
much from his archeological period. Genealogy, as described in previous 
sections, focuses my research on the forces that make up subjects in par-
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ticular social contexts. As such, it concerns the relation between power, 
subjects, and the body (Foucault, 1977a; Featherstone, 1982; 
Featherstone, Hepworth & Turner, 1991; Gordon, 1991). As such, it 
involves flushing out the political consequences of power on the subject 
and the body by highlighting the discursive practices that underscore 
self-evident and taken-for-granted phenomena. Discursive practices are 
the local, socio-historical conditions that enable and constrain disciplinary 
knowledge practices, such as speaking, thinking, writing, calculating, 
measuring, concentrating, and so on (Foucault, 1977a). For example, 
discourses of food consumption may define what and how we eat and 
why we experience certain eating practices are better, safer or healthier, 
than others (Lupton, 1996). Therefore, power operating as discursive 
practices produce and constitute, rather than merely describe, the subjects 
and objects of such knowledge practices. 
 
 For Foucault, however, power cannot be framed into a single modali-
ty or notion in which one model of power figures as the replacement of 
another. 

Accordingly, we need to see things not in terms of the replacement of a society 
of sovereignty by a disciplinary society and the subsequent replacement of a dis-
ciplinary society by a society of government; in reality on has a triangle, sover-
eignty-discipline-government, which has as its primary target the population and 
the apparatuses of security” (Foucault, 2000b: 219). 

Foucauldian power/knowledge dynamics can therefore be understood as 
various forces operating through various technologies in various ways. 
One model does not represent the replacement of another. Below, I will 
outline a productive model of power of consumerism that extends pre-
vious conceptualizations by emphasizing the variegated texture power 
holds. 
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Consumerism as disciplinary principle 

People’s identities as consumers have been significantly defined by con-
sumerism. Because the advanced market economy allows power to oper-
ate without clearly defined boundaries, expressed in concepts such as 
consumer choice, consumers have increasingly come to define them-
selves as 'free subjects', enterprising selves who take charge of their own 
life projects (Du Gay, 1996; Hodgson, 2000). In this regard, liberalism is 
not the opposite of power, but power operating through freedom (Rose, 
2008). By working through the freedom of individuals to make choices, 
power is often entwined with powerful systems of expert knowledge that 
provide carefully designed and regulated information and guidelines to 
help consumers learn how to care for themselves and reduce the various 
risks they are facing (Giddens, 1990; Beck, 1992). 
 
 Seemingly mundane phenomena such as food labeling directing con-
sumer choice in the market may constitute powerful yet implicit means 
for coercion. As argued by Beck (Beck, 1992, 1999; Beck & Beck-
Gernsheim, 2002), with an intensified focus on reducing risk, risks are 
never eradicated completely. Rather, new risks are constantly identified 
and developed which, in turn, need to be reduced. In this sense, power 
never works only through sovereign attempts to define what subjects 
should do, but also by inscribing itself into discourse (e.g. of what counts 
as safe and/or fresh food). Power may therefore become impregnated 
into the cultural norms and ‘truths’ that guide peoples’ views and con-
ceptions. But also, at a much more fundamental level of cultural con-
duct, what counts as affect. Thus, power literally inscribes itself into 
people’s bodies and feelings, and not into people’s minds (i.e. in the Carte-
sian sense of mind/body dualisms). 
 
 No doubt, the restricting, limiting, and repressive quality of power 
highlighted in the previous literature and the cultural model of power has 
some validity (Holt, 2002). For example, the law – i.e. the legal face of 
sovereign power – works through restriction and censorship, e.g. of cor-
porations that seek to manipulate consumers through false advertising. 
For Foucault (1977a, 1980a), however, there is another side of power, 
one that not merely restricts and represses, but creates. According to him 
(1980a: 94), there is no binary to power, no "opposition between rulers 
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and rule at the root of power relations". Power is therefore always asso-
ciated with resistance and resistance does not equal an escape from pow-
er but is an expression of power. 
 
 Throughout his work, Foucault illustrates how such productive power is 
constitutive of subjectivity. Foucault shows how power creates various 
discursive domains in which subjects emerge (such as in fields of psy-
choanalysis, madness, medicine, sex, as well as surveillance and punish-
ment). Elucidating the powerful and disciplining and productive dis-
courses that constitute Western society (Foucault, 1980a), Foucault re-
jects the repressive view on power on the basis that the subject is always 
socially as well as materially dependent on (produced by) discourses in 
order to exist (Butler, 1999: 219). 
 
 In his study of surveillance and discipline, Foucault (1977a) shows 
how Nineteenth century European institutions actively produced discur-
sive formations (knowledge) about individuals for the purpose of control 
and utility. Foucault sees modern forms of discipline and surveillance 
originate in old techniques of domination in which sovereign power re-
lied on the inscription of fear in individuals.4 This view was a traditional 
and sovereign model of power as discipline codified and generalized in 
most classical political philosophy (Machiavelli, [1532] 1992), derived 
from a sovereign model of power and the king's (or later the totalitarian 
state's) ability at this time in history to intercept with subjects on an indi-
vidual level. That is, these traditional forms of discipline relied on the 
characteristics of society in the form of small-scale populations and cit-
ies. However, modern society, defined by large-scale populations and 
excess, power cannot work efficiently based on the same criteria. Ac-
cording to Foucault (1977a: 218), new forms of disciplinary power began 
operating at a distance through “techniques for assuring the ordering of 
human multiplicities”, i.e. techniques of domination of the masses. 
 

                                                
4 For example, the public tortures and executions that took place in pre-modern Eu-
rope (e.g. the execution of Robert-Francois Damiens in 1757) was a practice of domi-
nation through fear visually inscribed upon others. People forced to witness the execu-
tion of Damiens became object of a public display of terror resulting in fear not of 
what actually happened but of what could happen to them. 
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 Investigating the panoptical mechanisms of power characterizing the 
modern prison, Foucault shows how the prison's confining architecture 
actively created 'the criminal' rather than merely constrained him. As 
such, discipline as a technology of domination turns individuals into sub-
jects rather than merely operates upon them, as in the cultural model of 
power.  

At the beginning of the 'look up', the role of each of the inhabitants present in 
the town is laid down, one by one; this document bears 'the name, age, sex of 
everyone, notwithstanding his condition': a copy is sent to the intendant of the 
quarter, another to the office of the town hall, another to enable the syndic to 
make his daily roll call. Everything that may be observed during the course of the 
visits - deaths, illnesses, complaints, irregularities is noted down and transmitted 
to the intendants and magistrates (Foucault, 1977a: 196). 

The panoptic (visual) normalizing techniques of surveillance (monitor-
ing, measurement, examination, and confession) render compliant and 
docile individuals constantly accessible for correction. By identifying 
‘gaps’ between the reality and potentiality of subjects, those failing in 
obeying were identified for correction. Moreover, because the panoptic 
model enabled one watch guard to monitor great numbers of prisoners, 
who themselves never knew when they were under the eye of the watch 
guard, prisoners came to adapt to power, correcting themselves to avoid 
punishment. Constitutive of social practices, power as discipline produc-
es ‘normality’ in subjects. 
 
 In comparison to sovereign power, this disciplinary power involves 
“moral reform” wherein the individual is subjected to the hegemony of 
dominating power/knowledge regimes and the political machinery in 
which these are embedded. The consumer is subjected to consumerism 
and the political organization of consumption (Cohen, 2003; Trentmann, 
2006). As a result, the subjects of consumerism are not constituted by an 
external relation to power, whereby a governmental institution, such as 
the National Food Administration, or a dominant corporation for that 
matter, targets an individual in order to have people subjected to authori-
ty (i.e. sovereignty). Rather, consumers assume the power, subjecting 
themselves to power, internalizing discourse in everyday consumption. 
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To the extent that subjects internalize conduct visually observed in oth-
ers, power as discipline works through 

...the mind as a surface of inscription for power, with semiology as its tool; the 
submission of bodies through control of ideas; the analysis of representations as 
a principle in a politics of bodies that was much more effective than the ritual 
anatomy of torture and execution (Foucault, 1977a: 102). 

Notably, and somewhat paradoxically, this subjectification, denotes both 
the discursive production of subjectivity and the process of subjection 
(Butler, 1997: 13). Subjectification involves the creation of a certain kind 
of restriction in production, a restriction without which the production 
of the consumer cannot take place (Butler, 1997: 84). Accordingly, Fou-
cault (1977a, 1992, 1997c) regarded the process of subjectification to 
have an ontological pre-eminence over the subject. However, the con-
sumer produced and the consumer subjected are one and the same as he or 
she becomes a principle of his or her own subjection. 
 
 In the present study, consumerism operating as a productive discipli-
nary discourse makes corporations and individual consumers adapt to 
state guidelines on safe and healthy, informed food consumption. As for 
Foucault’s prisoner, the consumerist, consuming body not only works as 
a sign of guilt and transgression (of consumerist principles and ideals) 
but is shaped (molded) through the discursive practices of consumerism 
(Foucault, 1977a: 202-203). Hence, consumerism shapes not only the 
consciousness of the subject but also the body as whole, as the mind 
(which Foucault calls ‘the soul’) becomes a normative and normalizing 
ideal through which the body is trained, cultivated and invested. 

Consumerism as governmentality and the care of the self 

In arguing that the body is shaped by power through discourse, Foucault 
establishes a relation between power and the human body. In this dis-
course as relations of power, knowledge inscribes in the body various 
‘resources’ in the form of ‘truths’ or, more clarifying, ‘subject positions’ 
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(i.e. subject goals and targets concerning various food issues such as 
health and risk). This inscription of power on the body occurs through 
the market in which consumerism as a system of power/knowledge 
crafts particular subject positions enacted upon consuming bodies 
(Featherstone, 1982, 1990; Falk, 1997). To the extent that people con-
sciously and unconsciously conform to the role of these subject posi-
tions, people accept that certain problems are personal problems that 
one carries the responsibility to solve oneself, whereas other problems 
demand collective solutions. Therefore, by conforming to or resisting 
phenomena through consumption (Peñaloza & Price, 1993), for exam-
ple, by making particular choices concerning what and how to consume 
and what not to consume, people not merely embody these practices - 
emerge through them - but emerge with them. 
 
 Although disciplinary power primarily concerns technologies of dom-
ination of others aiming for normalizing the conduct of individuals from 
the outside-in, as illustrated by the Panopticon (Foucault 1979), disci-
pline further involves the intentions (of others) to shape the potentiality 
of the consumers, at some future point to conduct themselves (i.e. exert 
agency) in a space of regulated freedom (Rose, 2008: 22). 

 Power is less of a confrontation between two adversaries or their mutual en-
gagement than a question of ‘government’ (Foucault, 2000c: 341). 

For Foucault, therefore, modern forms of 'government' are rooted in 
advanced forms of neo-liberalism that do not operate through conven-
tional forms of state sovereignty, i.e. in sovereign relations between 
states and subjects, but are enacted in practices at the meso and micro 
levels (Foucault, 2004; Rabinow & Rose, 2006). In his later work, Fou-
cault (2000b, 2004) genealogically traces the development of modern 
forms of government and argues that they began operating at the sub-
state level as governmentality. Foucauldian governmentality (Foucault, 
2000b), the rationality and mentality of government, relates to the ideas 
and principles that influence how one governs, i.e. how one aims ‘to 
shape, guide or affect the conduct of some person or persons’ (Gordon, 
1991: 2). Whilst the ultimate form of government entails a process of 
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self-government in which subjects regulate themselves, Foucault viewed 
governmentality in the broad sense as both the government of one's 
household and of the self and as government of the population. 
 
 Governmentality is therefore a political form of power that promotes 
particular forms of life and particular forms of consumers (Rose (2001, 
2008). In the context of consumer culture, people have become disci-
plined as consumers through neo-liberal discourse. The efficiency of 
such power/knowledge systems in consumer culture relies on the politi-
cal exercise of governmentality (e.g. Shankar et al., 2006). Thus, a whole 
series of specific finalities becomes the objective of government as such. 
Government is not a question of imposing law on people but of dispos-
ing of them, i.e. of employing tactics "to arrange things in such a way 
that, through a certain number of means, such-and-such ends may be 
achieved" (Foucault, 2000a: 211). 
 
 In and of itself, government is a form of power that involves fostering 
a particular form of freedom for consumers which disposes of, rather 
than decides over material conditions that organize the market as the 
possible field of action of others (Foucault, 2000c: 341; 2000b: 220). As 
food consumers, we are provided a limited possibility not to rely on the 
information we are provided with in the form of labeling, or the food 
retailers who own and organize the spaces in which we buy our food (cf. 
Nordfält, 2007). 
 
 At the level of individuals, governmentality works through technolo-
gies of the self. Where institutions such as the school, church, and family 
used to be the primary sites of socialization, governmentality achieves 
power not only through technologies of domination of others (discipli-
nary technologies) but also through technologies of self and self-
discipline. 
 
 Therefore, the reproduction of neo-liberal consumerism through gov-
ernmentality makes individuals shoulder the responsibility of consumerism 
not only towards others, but also towards the self. In other words, con-
sumers are responsibilized to learn to consume in responsible ways, ac-
counting for the self and one's body through the means provided for 
them. Responsibilization may be achieved in many ways, and one way is 
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through blame (Douglas, 1992). Consumerism thus relates to those con-
ducts in which we are called upon to exercise our rights, our sovereign 
power, our authority, and our liberty as consumers, or we are blamed for 
our ignorance (cf. Foucault, 1992: 23). 

In short, it is a matter of placing the imperative to ‘know oneself’ – which to us 
appears so characteristic of our civilization – back in the much broader interro-
gation that serves as its explicit or implicit context: What should one do with 
oneself? What work should be carried out on the self? How should one ‘govern 
oneself’ (Foucault, 1997c: 87). 

That is to say, these the procedures prescribed to individuals with the 
intention of investing them in, for example, ‘safe’ or ‘informed’ con-
sumption. They determine their identities as free consumers who are able 
to choose for themselves, “...maintain it, or transform it in terms of a 
certain number of ends, through relations of self-mastery or self-
knowledge” (Foucault, 1997c: 87). 
 
 The notion of self-governance or 'technologies of the self' is closely 
associated with the emphasis on consumer ‘food choice’ in most of con-
temporary food discourses (Östberg, 2003; Counihan & van Esterik, 
2008): for example, those endorsing extended forms of food labeling 
practice (Hadden, 1986). By not only using the informative means at 
one’s disposal (e.g. food labeling) but also becoming masters of those 
means, the consumer prioritizes consumption as a relationship between 
oneself and others, such as one’s family (e.g. Miller 1998). As a notion 
framing consumer sovereignty, consumer choice seems to underscore a 
broad array of regulatory goals and practices representing the disman-
tling of the welfare state and the shift from protection (in a pastoral 
sense of power) toward individual responsibility and freedom (Burchell et 
al., 1991; Hodgson, 2002; Rose, 2008), particularly in the field of con-
sumption (Cohen, 2003; Slocum, 2004; Jubas, 2007; Schrader, 2007). 
 
 Conceptualizing power operating both through technologies of domi-
nation of others and through technologies of domination of the self, 
Foucault considered neo-liberal discourses as a growing characteristic of 
late twentieth century capitalist societies. Thus, individuals are simulta-
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neously objectivized by institutional discourses and disciplinary power 
and subjectified by the practices of the self. Public policy, he argued, 
increasingly aims at “totalizing” and “individualizing” at once (Gordon, 
1991; Foucault, 2000a). As such, governmentality implies a particular 
relationship of government to other forms of power, such as sovereignty 
and discipline (Dean, 2009). 
 
 Therefore, as a system of various discourses from public health to 
food safety, neo-liberal consumerism aims to invest individuals in ‘con-
sumption’ and to turn them into agentic consumers. Trained already 
from birth into recognizing the self according to consumerist discourse 
(Schor, 2004; Bauman, 2005), consumerism operates on the capacities of 
consumers to act on their own behalf in ascribing to certain dependen-
cies whilst disposing of others (cf. Cruikshank, 1999). Consumerist dis-
courses, such as discourses of consumers’ rights and empowerment, are 
powerful means of subjection of people. As such, they are discourses 
which a range of agents seek to and can subscribe, and through which 
they may govern (Hodgson, 2002). From this perspective, active, em-
powered, and agentic consumers exert conditional agency by making pru-
dent choices, not failing to recognize what is “right” from what is 
“wrong”, continuously constituting themselves according to norms ra-
ther than merely ‘the law’ (Hodgson, 2000; Hodgson, 2002). 
 
 An analytics of government, as adapted to the present study, assumes 
that consumerism is not merely accomplished by a centralized state but 
by consumers, corporations and state agencies (cf. Dean, 2009: 37). As 
such, consumerism as governmentality emphasizes to the growing social 
importance of the norm, at the expense, but not disposing of the juridi-
cal system of the Law. Insofar as corporations and consumers internaliz-
es outside norms concerning food consumption, subjects establish their 
“relation to the rule and recognizes himself as obliged to put it into prac-
tice” (Foucault, 1992: 27). 
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Bio-power and the consumerist constitution of consumption 

Continuing his work on productive power close to his death, Foucault 
(Foucault, 1980a, 1990, 1992) noted how modern forms of power 
somewhere in the seventeenth century began operating at the level of life 
itself. This makes “knowledge-power an agent of transformation of hu-
man life” ('bio-power’) (Foucault, 1980a: 143). 

One would have to speak of bio-power to designate what brought life and its 
mechanisms into the realm of explicit calculations and made knowledge-power 
an agent of transformation of human life (Foucault, 1980a: 143). 

Bio-power, for Foucault, makes human needs, welfare, desires, and bod-
ies (i.e. life itself) the object of government, administering life as its pri-
mary task. Bio-power does not oppose the interests and self-knowledge 
of the consumer (i.e. subjectivity - agency) against the interest of experts. 
Rather, it aims to collapse this dichotomy, uniting the goals and targets 
of the individual consumer with the interests of ‘welfare’: society as a 
whole and the population as an entity. The consumer increasingly expe-
riences life as an “enterprise” in which one’s own actions and practices 
dictate success or failure in life (Du Gay, 1996). Considering the self as 
an enterprise, consumers may experience that their health and safety 
depend on constant choices. 
 
 Whereas disciplinary technologies operate on the individual through 
correspondence to deviance, bio-power remains flexible and open, antic-
ipating the agency of the consumer and expecting resistance. As such, 
rather than seeking to repress agency, discourses of consumerism simu-
late the creation of new practices, aiming to direct them toward contem-
porary political principles and ideas (Rabinow & Rose, 2006). For Fou-
cault, bio-power is 

…without question an indispensible element in the development of capitalism; 
the latter would not have been possible without the controlled insertion of bod-
ies into the machinery of production and the adjustment of the phenomena of 
population to economic processes (Foucault, 1980a: 140-141). 
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Described by Foucault commentators as the various rationalized at-
tempts to intervene with vital characteristics of human existence 
(Rabinow & Rose, 2006), bio-power organizes the power over life 
through a bipolar diagram. In this diagram, the first pole of bio-power 
emerging in the seventeenth century views the body as machine, an 
anatomo-politics of the human body: “the optimization of its capabilities, 
the extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness” 
(Foucault, 1980a: 139). This places consumption in 'the realm of explicit 
calculations' (cf. Ritzer, 2004) directing individuals to consume (food) in 
an optimal and effective manner in terms of the body. As such, consumer-
ism entails anatomo-politics because it emphasizes the potential of the 
consuming body (Featherstone et al., 1991; Falk, 1997) to perform (cf. 
Deleuze, 1988: 72). Ensured by procedures of power associated with 
disciplines and observation, classification, measurements, anatomo-
politics progressively seeks to integrate the (consuming) body further 
into various efficient and economic systems (ibid.). 
 
 Therefore, the second pole of bio-power involves a series of interven-
tions and regulatory controls, a bio-politics of the population directed at 
biological processes, “propagation, births and mortality, the level of 
health, life expectancy and longevity” (Foucault, 1980a: 139). Consumer-
ism can thus be seen as operating on the consuming body through an 
anatomo-politics mediated by the bio-politics of consumerist policy (cf. 
Foucault, 2004; Rabinow & Rose, 2006). Bio-politics as inscribed in con-
sumer culture can be seen as making consumption ‘bio-economical’ or 
‘bio-sociological’ in the sense that it involves looking at man (i.e. the 
consumer) as a living, working, and social being (cf. Dean, 2009: 118). 
 
 Ensured by the procedures of power that characterize the disciplines, 
the two poles of bio-power are technologies of domination of others. 
However, they also relate to Foucault's notion of governmentality and 
technologies of the self because they depend on subjects at some future 
point to conduct themselves in a space of regulated freedom (Rose, 
2008: 22). As such, they not only discipline consumers from the outside 
in, but also involve technologies of self and self-discipline to the extent 
they make individuals internalize outside norms of conduct. Intrinsically, 
bio-power, as exercised through governmentality, does not imply that 
people in consumer cultures are becoming increasingly obedient. Rather, 
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consumers struggle with consumerism on an everyday basis (e.g. Peñaloza 
& Price, 1993; Arnould & Thompson, 2007). 

What is to be understood by the disciplining of societies in Europe since the 
eighteenth century is not, of course, that the individuals who are part of them 
become more and more obedient, nor that all societies become like barracks, 
schools, or prisons; rather, it is that an increasingly controlled, more rational, and 
economic process of adjustment has been sought between productive activities, 
communications networks, and the play of power relations (Foucault, 2000c: 
339, emphaisis added). 

Deleuze (1995b) continues Foucault’s argument by suggesting that the 
disciplinary technologies have to be considered in light of Foucault’s 
more general concern with power/knowledge. He proposes a conception 
of contemporary society emphasizing control. At the end of the twentieth 
century, he argues, we are living in ‘control societies’ in which people no 
longer are primarily divided (by others or by themselves) by the means of 
expert systems based on disciplinary procedures. Rather, the control over 
conduct has become immanent to all the places resistance where can oc-
cur, inscribed in human practices as “continuous control and instant 
communication” (Deleuze, 1995a: 174). In this viewpoint, the discipli-
nary technologies operating in Foucault's notion as 'one watching the 
many' can be seen as also operating in terms of 'many watching the few' 
or 'many watching the many' (cf. Elmer, 2004). No one knows who is 
watching who or when. According to Deleuze (1995b, 1995a), along with 
the progressively increasing focus on control in society, technologies of 
domination of others have evolved into a state in which they are no 
longer bound spatially in the social field. As such, control operates not in 
terms of dialectics in which power relations are negotiated back and 
forth between parties (e.g. consumers and producers), but they operate 
through dispersed, rhizomatic networks of control that transgress binary 
logics of power by etching itself into the practices and activities of eve-
ryday life. Foucault recognized but rarely developed this. 
 
 Rather than characterizing a progressive end of the disciplines 
(Foucault, 1977a), however, consumer culture as control society is a radi-
cal intensification and dispersed generalization of the normalizing appa-
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ratuses of discipline through which the consumerist subject emerges, far 
beyond the structured sites of the traditional social institutions of mo-
dernity (cf. Deleuze, 1995b; Hardt & Negri, 2001: 23). 
 
 Bio-power constitutes consumption through consumerism modulating 
consuming bodies across the boundaries of production/consumption. 
Consuming bodies emerge with the power over life, and through the sov-
ereignty, discipline and governmentality of contemporary consumerism. 
This reduces the importance of highlighting differences between states, 
consumers and producers, and emphasizes the co-constitutive aspects 
and corporeal implications on the body of people struggling with con-
sumerism. 

Markets, institutions and consumption 

Complementing the Foucauldian framework adopted in the present 
study, neo-institutional theory (NIT) (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio 
& Powell, 1983; Scott, 2008) contributes to the analysis with tools to 
examine regulation and organization at the meso level of scale, what may 
be referred to as mesophysics of power. This mesophysics of power oper-
ates through three central pillars establishing organizational legitimacy, 
elaborated on below. It is not my intention to make a detailed account 
for all the standpoints and debates occurring within the field of NIT. 
Rather, I will present and elaborate on some relevant notions associated 
with institutional mechanisms and processes.  
 
 Although it can be argued there are contradictions between NIT and 
Foucault's notions of power, NIT allows me to more straightforward 
deal with the workings of regulative mechanisms and the operations of 
power at the meso level. While Foucault allows me to elucidate the 
workings of power and struggle, NIT assist me in understanding how 
such matters may be related to organizational life and issues of legitima-
cy. I therefore complement my Foucauldian framework with NIT to 
understand matters discussed by Foucault (e.g. 1980) in more concrete 
terms. Institutions, as defined by NIT, should not be mistaken for the 
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'institutions' referred to by Foucault. While Foucault (e.g. 1977) con-
veyed a definition of institutions largely in the traditional sense as con-
fined sites of social reform, e.g. schools, hospitals, workshops, Scott 
(2008: 48) broadly understands institutions through three pillars, a set of 
“regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements that, together with 
associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to so-
cial life”. As such, institutions according to NIT also emphasize social 
reform and processes of homogenization, however, in ways independent, 
however, not necessarily unrelated to material confinement. 
 
 Exploring the rationality conveyed by the institutions of contempo-
rary organizations, Ritzer (2004; Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010) has empha-
sized the consequences of homogenization on society. In order to more 
clearly illustrate the workings of power operating through the institutional 
conditions of consumerism, Ritzer's work is attached to my framework. 
 
 According to NIT, institutions do not merely constrain action but are 
productive in that they also establish the conditions by which people 
come to learn about their preferences (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). As 
such, institutions produce and reproduce the social norms of normalcy 
among the subject inside the institution, however strange and abnormal 
this might seem from outside. In this regard, much like discourse, social 
institutions are constructed social realities but they are also constitutive of 
reality of the actors involved. 
 
 For Scott (2008: 51), the regulative pillar of institutions draws on co-
ercive power mechanisms, the normative on normative power mecha-
nisms. The cultural-cognitive pillar is characterized by its mimetic mech-
anisms in which compliance occurs because other types of conduct are 
inconceivable; routines are followed because they are take for granted 
(ibid.: 58). It constitutes social reality through interaction, maintaining 
and transforming institutions as they are employed to make sense of 
particular happenings (ibid.: 57). While the regulative pillar regularizes 
social action through laws and rules, the normative pillar underscores the 
prescriptive, evaluative, and obligatory dimensions of social life.  
 
 Therefore, a key insight offered by NIT is that organizations are part 
of the larger, institutional environment. In the institutional environment, 
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there is self-evident meaning systems and norms that tend to define so-
cial reality for institutional actors (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 
2008). These meaning systems, norms, or discourses define processes of 
homogenization and standardization in any form of 'institutional field' 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). While CCT considers contemporary mar-
kets as fundamentally fragmented and heterogeneous (Brown, 1995; 
Elliott, 1997; Thompson & Troester, 2002), homogenization and stand-
ardization are, however, central organizational processes operating in a 
commodity culture seeking to apply order, stability, and control in every-
day life (Ritzer, 2004). According to Giddens (1979), homogenization is 
largely enacted by organizations in relation to the state and they are thus 
considered by him as the major rationalizers in the modern world. Cor-
porations as well as state agencies thus play an important role in how 
everyday life for consumers is regulated and controlled. 
 
 The reproduction of institutions and the facilitation of homogeniza-
tion occur through the processes of institutionalization. This is the process 
of creating institutions (social reality) among actors though externaliza-
tion, objectification, and internalization (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 
Individuals act (externalization) and when others interpret this as having 
a meaning beyond the mere acting procedure itself, objectification oc-
curs. Over time, others may internalize these actions to the degree that 
they become taken-for-granted ‘truths’ and considered as the appropriate 
way to continue acting. For example, food retailers may organize their 
shelves in the stores in certain ways. Consumers may interpret this or-
ganizational reality in particular ways and frame their actions in keeping 
with this interpretation (cf. Peñaloza, 2000, 2001). Over time, other con-
sumers or retailers may adopt these practices and act accordingly. There-
fore, institutionalization processes may be seen to dispose of subjects 
(e.g. mangers or consumers) and the objects these convey (e.g. goods 
and services) in particular ways. 
 
 Central to understand institutions is legitimacy. Conformity to institu-
tions, whether they are regulative, normative, or cultural-cognitive, brings 
legitimacy to the organization and strengthens its chance of survival 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer, 1994). How conflict and resistance is 
managed in organizations is therefore associated with mechanisms of 
legitimization, raising issues of trust and responsibility. According to 
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Handelman & Arnold (1999), an organization’s performance is judged by 
its enactment of the norms and rules of the institutional environment. 
This is called legitimation, a generalized perception that the actions of a 
social entity are appropriate (cf. Suchman, 1995). If a market actor, e.g. a 
consumer or a corporation transgresses these norms or rules, it risks 
loosing its legitimacy for the time being until it has made a visible effort 
of altering the transgressed behavior. In this way, market actors (organi-
zations, consumers, etc.) in a given institutional field (i.e. a market) come 
to reflect their environments and one another, which results in institu-
tional isomorphism (Handelman & Arnold, 1999: 34). E.g. for a food 
retailer or consumer, to stay legitimate in the market her or she needs to 
become isomorphic with the institutional environment, acknowledging 
institutional norms, rules, and culturally shared principles and ideas. 
 
 Drawing on Bourdieu’s concept ‘field’, DiMaggio and Powell (1983: 
148) introduce the concept of ‘organizational field’ "as those organiza-
tions that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional 
life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies, 
and other organizations that produce similar services or products". De-
veloped by Scott (2008: 182), the organizational field is a concept that 
may be applied in analyzing the meso level of social order, "examining 
delimited systems ranging from markets to policy domains to the less 
structured and more contested arenas within which social movements 
struggle". Moreover, in relating forms of organization to wider macro-
structures (ibid.), the concept of organizational field emphasizes that 
organizations are not necessarily constrained to specific institutions, but 
are part of larger institutional logics, conditions, and governance struc-
tures that both empower and constrain human action. The state repro-
duces social life (collective thinking and acting) through the deployment 
of institutions that provide guidelines and sanctions for action as well as 
prohibitions and constraints, for example, trust (Giddens, 1979; Scott, 
2008: 50). 
 
 Outside NIT, in his discussion on social systems of similar connota-
tions as institutions, Luhmann (1979) stresses that trust developed in any 
type of system has to do with the reduction of cultural complexity. The 
emergence of (any type of) system trust reduces complexity by moving 
beyond available knowledge and generalizes expectations of conduct by 
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replacing missing information with an internally guaranteed security 
(ibid. p. 93). For Luhmann (1979: 71), distrust, too, may be seen as a tool 
for reducing cultural complexity and uncertainty and thus distrust is a 
functional equivalent of trust. 
 
 Viewing markets as organizational fields makes it possible to analyze 
consumption at the intersection of the state, corporations and individual 
consumers. Contemporary markets represent a particular category of 
organizations that is comprised of multiple, different actors interacting 
with each other (e.g. Peñaloza & Mish, 2011). The contemporary market 
is thus organized both by organizational and non-organizational actors, 
by corporations and governmental agencies and consumers interacting 
through relations of trust and distrust. More than representing an organ-
izational field, therefore, the market can be understood as an institutional 
field. As such, it emphasizes the centrality of power and control processes 
and the ability of a set organizations to capture or direct the actions of 
the (whole) field or system (Scott, 2008: 185). Therefore, I understand 
markets as institutional fields, with similar connotations as organizational 
fields but emphasizing that not all actors involved in an institution are 
'organizational'. 

The institutional rationalization of consumption 

The system for food production has undergone fundamental changes the 
last half-century, involving vast rationalization processes that have severe 
implications for most food products that ordinary consumers find on the 
shelves of the supermarkets in their everyday shopping activities (Nestle, 
2003; Nilsson, 2007). In his discussion of the 'McDonaldization of socie-
ty', Ritzer (2004) extends Weber's theory of rationalization, looking not 
on bureaucracy as the model of discussion, but at the fast-food chain 
McDonalds. Ritzer's theory concerns how people are put to use (work) 
in contemporary society characterized by excess in and through the ra-
tionalized attempts of corporations to make production more efficient 
or, rather, effective, calculable, predictable, and controlled (Ritzer & Jurgenson, 
2010: 18). In this sense, consumption may be seen as an organized ex-
tension of productive forces (cf. Baudrillard, 2001: 46). 
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 The economic focus on making production more efficient and the 
striving to seek out "the optimum method for getting from one point to 
another" (Ritzer, 2004: 13) make institutions materialized in the McDon-
alds model constantly operating to have their workers follow carefully 
designed steps to serve customers. The concern is not with efficiency per 
se but with the effectiveness ore usefulness of the outcomes in terms of 
products and services. That is, the concern is with the quality of what is 
produced irrespective of what it takes to produce products or services 
(Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010). The 'steps' imposed on workers operating 
McDonald's need to be carefully calculated by the organization. Calcula-
bility therefore emphasizes "the quantitative aspects of products sold 
(portion, size, cost) and services offered (the time it takes to get the 
product)" (ibid. 14). In what may be understood as a process of institu-
tionalization, consumers come to internalize the norms created by the 
corporations in their negotiation of consumerism calculating, for exam-
ple, how much time it will take to drive to McDonald's, be served the 
food, eat it, and return to home, comparing all that time with how much 
time is required to make food at home (cf. ibid.). 
 
 Striving toward predictability relates to food manufacturing and retailing 
in the sense that it has become increasingly important to ensure that the 
output from production correlates with industry standards. With the 
increased consolidation of the retail sector, producers may only achieve 
organizational legitimacy in the market by living up to the standards and 
norms imposed on them by the large-scale retail actors (Östberg, 2003: 
86). Ritzer (2004, 14) believes that consumers take great comfort in 
knowing exactly what they are offered at McDonalds. As such, the final 
aspect of McDonaldization involves control in the sense of reducing to 
the greatest extent possible all risks of fallacies and disruption; "lines, 
limited menus, few options, and uncomfortable seats all lead diners to do 
what management wishes them to do - eat quickly and leave". (ibid. 15). 
 
 The four dimensions of McDonaldization (efficiency, calculability, 
predictability, and control) relate to Foucauldian governmentality by in-
forming the principles and ideas of governmental rationality. In this 
sense, McDonaldized systems enable consumers to do many things not 
possible before, i.e. it sanctions agency; however, these systems also keep 
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us, or at least direct us, from practicing consumption in ways we would 
otherwise do (ibid. 17). 

Consumption as discursive-institutional practices 

The intention with the above discussion has been to outline an alterna-
tive framework for analyzing power as productive discursive and institu-
tional relations in consumer culture. One discursive process noted by 
Foucault is the way in which institutions discursively divide subjects into 
different groups in order to define what type of person they are and au-
thorizing various actions upon them (Foucault, 1977a). Applying these 
ideas, the key task for analysts becomes to show how the discourse con-
structs those subject categories conveyed by institutions. 
 
 However, because markets as institutional fields both change and are 
changed through individual action, the organization (management) of 
conflicts and struggle such as between corporations and consumers or by 
consumers themselves, functions as a powerful dynamics in which new 
forms of institutions and institutional logics may emerge. For Foucault,  

Where there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this re-
sistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power, there is no 'es-
caping' it (Foucault, 1980a: 95). 

Further,  

… one must analyze institutions from the standpoint of power relations, rather 
than vice versa, and that the fundamental point of anchorage of the relationships, 
even if they are embodied and crystalized in an institution, is to be found outside 
the institution (Foucault, 2000c: 343) (p. 343). 

Following Foucault, consumerist institutionalization implies that with the 
development of new consumption practices new power relations emerge. 
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Moreover, corporate conformity (or resistance) to consumerism may create 
structural similarities across not only organizations, but also in the whole 
institutional field of which consumers also are a part (cf. Dacin, 1997). 
Similar to Foucault’s notion of normalization in disciplinary power, insti-
tutions influence conduct because deviations from it are “counter-acted 
in a regulated fashion, by repetitively activated, socially constructed, con-
trols” (Jepperson, 1991: 145). 
 
 Institutions are not just social constructions, but social constructions 
constituted by discourse (cf. Phillips, Lawrence & Hardy, 2004). However, 
while all institutions are discursive products, not all products of dis-
course are institutions and, thus, institutions are different from other 
social formations discursively constituted (Jepperson, 1991; Phillips et al., 
2004: 638). In this way, the market (as an institutional field) is not char-
acterized merely by a set of shared institutions but also by a shared set of 
discourses that constitute these institutions. Consumerism operating as 
discursive-institutional constructions modulate consumption as far as 
they dynamically change in accordance with broader discourses, making 
(re-)institutionalization unpredictable, shifting, and wide ranging (cf. 
Phillips et al., 2004; Thompson, 2004). 
 
 Viewing consumerism as discursive-institutional practices of power 
enables accounting for the regulative, organizational and performative 
dimensions of consumption; consumption at the intersection of the 
state, business and consumers. Whilst NIT shares with Foucault an in-
terest in norms, discourse (cultural-cognitive mechanisms) and law (regu-
lative mechanisms), Foucault places such concerns in a much grander 
perspective of the power over life. 
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Chapter 3: 
Case and method 

Discourse in general, and scientific discourse in particular, is so complex a reality 
that we not only can, but should, approach it at different levels and with differ-
ent methods (Foucault, 1994: xiv). 

In the present study I have investigated how consumerism at different 
levels of scale intervenes in the market to constitute everyday consump-
tion. The study is threefold: I first investigated how the state seeks to regu-
late consumption at the macro level (chapter 4). I then explored how 
corporations seek to organize consumption at the meso level by manag-
ing consumers in particular ways (chapter 5). Here, I looked at the ways 
in which organizations mediate state food consumerism. I did so by 
seeking to highlight the particular discursive and non-discursive practices 
that managers enroll in struggling with consumers as objects of regula-
tion, at the one hand, and as customers, at the other. Finally, I investigat-
ed how people perform consumption by managing themselves as in-
formed consumers at the micro level (chapter 6). In this final part of the 
study, I looked at the discursive and non-discursive practices that indi-
vidual consumers enroll in consumption. These matters will be discussed 
in detail below but I will start out with presenting the case. 
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Food labeling in the Swedish market 

A brief history of state consumerism in Sweden 

The longstanding influence of social democratic governance in the 20th 
century (Hilton, 2005b) and the rather extraordinary concern with the 
consumer in public policy makes Sweden an interesting choice for re-
searching how consumerism develop and operate (cf. Draper & Green, 
2002). Modern Swedish state consumerism (the political concern for 'the 
consumer') has its roots in the World War II era and the 1940 establish-
ment of the government institution Active Household Management (AHM)5. 
During the war, AHM worked actively to establish a public opinion with 
the goal to inform, improve, and make Swedish households economic 
and suited for contemporary conditions in Europe. Therefore, guided by 
principles of scarcity and rationing, AHM informed fostered Swedish con-
sumers and households to make do with limited resources in the market. 
 
 In 1954, AHM was incorporated into The Home's Research Institute 
(HRI)6 with the aim to rationalize and improve Swedish households fur-
ther. HRI conducted various experiments and scientific research on, for 
example, kitchen architecture and tools seeking to rationalize everyday 
consumption practices further. Since 1973, HRI is included in the Swe-
dish Consumer Agency7 as the main government body working with 
consumer policy at a national level. In the food sector, the NFA is the 
responsible state agency working for consumers' rights (NFA, 2011a). 
 
 A historical perspective on Scandinavian consumerism, particularly 
the Swedish social democratic model, highlights that the state traditionally 
has assumed the role played elsewhere by independent organizations (cf. 
Hilton, 2005b). Thus, Sweden has a history of paternalistic forms of 
public government compared to a country like the U.S., and the Swedish 
market represents a long-matured and developed form of rationalized 

                                                
5 My translation from Aktiv hushållning. 
6 My translation from Hemmets forskningsinstitut. 
7 Konsumentverket. 
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public administration that makes it of particular interest to research. Ex-
periences from the Swedish market therefore provide knowledge on 
more advanced forms of consumerism in which neo-liberalism runs par-
allel with socialist values and principles. 
 
 The contemporary food market is vast with an estimated annual turn-
over of about 860 billion euro in Europe alone and growing (European 
Technology Platform, 2007; see also Livsmedelsföretagen Sverige, 2009). 
The institutional conditions concerning the market (e.g. food supply) are 
largely characterized by manufacturing, distribution, and retailing opera-
tions under the control of multi-national conglomerates, such as Unile-
ver, Kraft, and Nestlé, working in Sweden with a few but powerful retail 
chains, such as ICA, Coop, and Axfood. 
 
 Swedish consumers are firmly placed in an interaction pattern with 
large-scale corporations selling and marketing large amounts of complex 
food products in terms of processing, additives, and packaging. Retailers’ 
abilities to possess and communicate adequate knowledge about food 
products to consumers are severely limited and consumers’ capabilities 
to acquire and develop knowledge about industrial food products be-
yond labels are just about exhausted. Small and regional food manufac-
turers, processors, and distributors exist, and currently experience a 
growth in the wake of a contemporary discourses of sustainability, but in 
a marginal sense. Most probably, the trend toward natural and ‘genuine’ 
food products free from additives and preservatives have surfaced in 
response to this development (e.g. Nilsson, 2007). 
 
 That being said, when I began this project, I had previously written 
both a Bachelor and a Master thesis on the phenomenon of date labeling 
(Yngfalk, 2007). In these studies, I explored how food manufacturers 
used labeling to manage consumers. The studies elucidated how food 
manufacturers seem to rationalize this type of information in their prac-
tices of managing consumers. The findings, together with the attention 
given to this matter by the mass media, inspired continuous research. 
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The case of date labeling 

Investigating how consumerism at different levels of scale intervenes in 
the market to constitute everyday consumption, the study undertook an 
exploration into the case of date labeling in the Sweden market. As such, 
it focused on the power struggles arising in the wake of date labeling, the 
organizational and consumer efforts seeking to manage and control food 
consumption. Food (date) labeling may be seen as an artifact of consum-
erism and relates to consumers' rights to be adequately informed about 
consumption, as established in political principles and ideas (cf. Day & 
Aaker, 1997). 'Open dating', i.e. the formal term used for date labeling of 
food (Padberg, 1977; Sen & Block, 2009), refers to the ways that food is 
‘openly’ labeled with dates in the market. It is ‘open’ in the sense that 
consumers can see and understand the dates labeled on the packages and 
thus make choices based on this information.8 
 
 As a particular category of food labeling, date labeling was first intro-
duced into the Swedish market in the 1960s by industry actors, but was 
not deemed mandatory by law until 1971 (Government, 1971). As dis-
cussed in the early sections of chapter 1, date labeling is a topical issue in 
the media, and consumers are often held responsible by public opinion 
for wasting a large percent of the aggregate food production in everyday 
consumption (Ventour, 2008; Konsumentföreningen, 2009). However, 
as argued above, date labeling is by far not only a matter related to indi-
vidual consumption, but also part of public policy and consumer's rights. 
Date labeling relates both to state level policy concerning consumption 
as well as to the organization of the food market. Focusing on date label-
ing as an artifact of consumerism permits an analysis of how everyday 
life consumption is made the object of organization on different levels of 
scale. I.e. the political aspects of consumerism at the macro (state actors), 
meso (corporate organizations) and micro (consumer) levels. Moreover, 
it allows a problematization of the relations between these levels and 
actors, as well as how people are constituted as consuming subjects. 
 

                                                
8 An alternative that is not applied in Swedish and European markets is ‘closed dating’ 
in which the dates are coded for consumers but translatable for industry actors. 
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 I will typically use the all-encompassing term 'date labeling' in refer-
ring to the mandatory9 type of open dating on pre-packed food products. 
The date label is the specific date (and often the time), according to the 
manufacturer, before which particular food products are either at their 
'best’ (best before) or their recommended 'final point of digestion’ (use 
by) (cf. EU Information Centre, 2010).10 Compared to the use by date or 
any other type of 'final expiration date', the term ‘best before’ emphasiz-
es more concretely the choice the consumer has in deciding for him or 
herself how to progress with consumption utilizing the body, by tasting, 
smelling, feeling (NFA, 2011c). It can be noted already now how the 
term 'best before' signals consumer choice compared to the term 'use-by' 
or 'expires by'. Best before implicitly communicates 'worse after' and is 
thus more normative in character concerning which choices can be 
made. Therefore, best before does not mean that a product is inedible 
after the expiration date; however, the manufacturer recommends con-
sumption before that date. Independent of the formal term, i.e. best be-
fore or use-by, however, the label is a visual marker mandatory on all 
pre-packed food products in the market. Some have suggested that con-
sumers have a hard time distinguishing between the terms 
(Konsumentföreningen, 2009). 

Method 

The study was carried out through a poststructuralist discourse analysis 
(Elliott, 1996; Holt, 1997; Shankar & Patterson, 2001: 490; Moisander et 
al., 2009). The data source consists of observations and a large body of 

                                                
9 The Best before date is mandatory within the EU. In a US context, there is no federal 
jurisdiction for it. However, most states still have manufacturers’ label their products 
with freshness dates of a similar kind. 
10 The reason why there are two forms of ‘expiration dates’ is that ‘use-by’, which was 
the term applied to products up until the early 1980s, was considered in government 
instances to be too ‘final’ in character. Because no food product except the most per-
ishable could be said to possess the characteristics of ‘sudden death’, the term ‘best 
before’ was introduced by the SPK (1983), Ny datummärkning av livsmedel: ekonomiska 
konsekvencer: Statens Pris- och kartellnämnd.. 
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text generated from interviews, field notes and readings of documents 
from state agencies, manufacturing corporations, retailing corporations, 
and everyday consumers in the Swedish food market. 
 
 The study was conducted by seeking to identify discourses of con-
sumerism by highlighting the discursive and non-discursive practices in the 
text and the observations. Consequently, I did not look at lived experi-
ence, i.e. the meanings of individuals as representations of some external 
reality, as in phenomenological approaches (Thompson, Locander & 
Pollio, 1989), but used the practices in the text for analyzing structural 
categories of discourse (Thompson, 1998). The focus was on what partic-
ipants spoke about, i.e. how they constructed and made sense of their 
experiences of the world. For example, if a participant described a par-
ticular phenomenon, I was interested in what he or she said about it, e.g. 
in the sense of why it was spoken of in this particular way, what was not 
said etc. The expressions and articulations of participants were therefore 
seen as subjectivity imbued with discourse - 'symptoms' of power 
(Deleuze, 2006). 
 
 Because practices of conformity and resistance to power relations 
often emerge parallel to each other, as they often do in everyday discus-
sions (not all practices of resistance are highly pronounced in the sense 
of expression), the nature of this ‘switching’ between 'positive' and 'nega-
tive' practices of consumerism will be referred to simply as an everyday 
struggle. The term 'struggle' more adequately describes the complex op-
erations of power dynamics (Fleming & Spicer, 2007: 51). In the follow-
ing pages I use this term to capture the productive aspects and everyday 
dynamics of power in a more nuanced way than 'resistance' (Peñaloza & 
Price, 1993), which is more 'final'. 
 
 Similar to Pen ̃aloza (2000), thus, I focused on market interactions at 
the discursive and practical levels. At the level of discourse, I looked at 
the power struggles among countervailing discourses (Foucault, 1980a) 
inherent in consumerism to understand how various market actors 
struggle with discursive and institutional forces of power. At the level of 
individuals, this translated into a focus on techniques of the self (see 
chapter 2) (e.g. how to dispose of food in particular ways). At the meso 
level, I focused on the transgressions of the corporate managers to fol-
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low the rules enacted by consumerist policies. This strategy allowed me 
to highlight possibilities for subjectivity and agency that were opened up 
by discourse in market activity. 

Data generation - interviews, documents and observations from 
the market 

To study consumerism as discourse, I needed data which drew attention 
to the dynamic relationship between discourse and practice. As stated 
earlier, the result is a threefold study concerned with (i) how state agencies 
reproducing consumerism seek to regulate consumption at the macro 
level (chapter 4), (ii) how corporations mediate (i.e. struggle, adapt and 
reproduce) consumerism seeking to organize consumption at the meso 
level by managing consumers in particular ways (chapter 5), and (iii) how 
people mediate consumerism performing consumption by managing 
themselves as consumers at the micro level (chapter 6). The research 
questions were derived from the problem formulation and the lack of 
consumption research on how people are constructed and managed as 
consumers at larger levels of scale in everyday life. 
 
 To answer these questions, empirical data was generated on the dis-
cursive and non-discursive practices reproducing discourse (cf. section 
on social ontology and epistemology below for a discussion on practic-
es). The purpose was to explore how discursive and institutional for-
mations at the macro level were represented and struggled with in the 
practices of corporations and individuals at the meso and micro levels. 
Moreover, I wanted to highlight the practices emanating out of this 
struggle. 
 
 The selection of data is of course central to the research process 
(McCracken, 1988; Holme, Nilsson & Solvang, 1991). The data was gen-
erated from two categories of material: (i) on-site observations and quali-
tative interviews with consumers and with Swedish National Food Ad-
ministration (NFA) associates, and managers of food manufacturing and 
retail corporations. And (ii), readings of official reports of the Swedish 
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government (ORSG) and propositions from the 1960's and 70s', as well 
as homepage material and official Swedish regulative documents from 
the present period on the topic of food labeling. The time periods were 
selected based on the years when date labeling was implemented in Swe-
den, as well as the present period in order to sketch the contours of its 
discursive evolution (genealogy) in the market. This category of data 
material also included industry and trade organization guidebooks, and 
manuals and policy documents concerning food handling and labeling in 
factories and grocery stores. 
 
  Further, I have conducted qualitative, semi-structured interviews 
(McCracken, 1988; Holme et al., 1991: 99; Kvale, 1997) aimed at generat-
ing 'cultural talk' (Moisander et al., 2009: 14). Thus, I have not sought 
representation of a population, but rather understanding of a phenomenon 
(McCracken, 1988: 17). Over a one-year period, I contacted and gained 
access to narratives of 3 NFA key associates, ten production and market-
ing oriented managers of global food manufacturers operating in the 
Swedish market, ten managers from two of Sweden’s largest food retail 
chains, (ICA and Coop), and sixteen consumers. 
 
 The contact and selection of participants will further be discussed 
below. On all occasions, however, I was careful about informing the 
participants of my exact focus area for the interview, i.e. food date label-
ing. Upon initial contact, I asked participants to participate in an inter-
view on general issues related to food labeling, consumption, and control 
of production. The participants were interviewed in Swedish and the 
interviews lasted from one to one and a half hours. All interviews were 
recorded digitally, transcribed verbatim, and subsequently translated into 
English. A second stage of the interview process involved follow-up, 
which was conduced by sending the transcribed interview to the partici-
pants so that they could comment and elaborate on what was previously 
said. The follow-up never allowed participants to alter their statements, 
but it did give them the opportunity to state what they considered as 
wrong or badly expressed in the earlier interview. This was then incorpo-
rated into the generated text. 
 
 The data generated from the interviews equal about 850 pages of text. 
The translation process involved some degree of altering the verbatim 
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articulations of the participants, but not to the extent that it significantly 
changed them. The focus was on remaining as true as possible to the 
expressions made by the participants, but making them understandable 
for the English reader. Because I am not performing a rhetoric discourse 
analysis in the sense of accounting for the exact "vocabulary, grammar, 
syntax, and sentence coherence" (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002: 69), it was 
deemed reasonable if not necessary to make minor alterations during trans-
lation in phrase structure, articulation, etc. for the benefit of the reader. 
 
 As suggested by McCracken (1988), the style of the interviews fol-
lowed a relatively open, semi-structured format while still proclaiming the 
use of a questionnaire to maintain dialogue. Rather than following a pre-
determined format, however, the questions were largely formulated in 
concert with the participant’s reflections in order to bring out more 
thorough descriptions of particular experiences and phenomena (Holme 
et al., 1991: 99; Thompson & Haytko, 1997). On all occasions, it was my 
intention to create and maintain a relaxed but professional atmosphere 
where the participants felt completely ‘at ease’: it was a dialogue, a dis-
cussion, not an interrogation (McCracken, 1988: 39). For example, all 
interviews were held at a site chosen by the participants and started with 
the participants was motivated into telling me a little about themselves in 
order to create a relaxed atmosphere. 
 
 From a methodological perspective, the interviews conducted should 
not be considered a product in its own right, but rather as a dynamic 
result of a particular form of social interaction and cultural practice oc-
curring between the researcher and the participant. I do not consider the 
meanings that participants ascribe objects of knowledge (i.e. labeling, 
consumption, etc.) as existing independently of me as a researcher and 
the interactional dynamics of the interview encounter (Moisander et al., 
2009: 12). Instead, expressions constitute social reality for the subjects in 
which discursive formations decide what counts as meaningful state-
ments for them. In this sense, knowledge production needs to be under-
stood as participative, conversational, and dialogic (ibid.). 
 
  Because I am looking at the forces that create our reality and con-
sumerism rather than the motives, psychology, or shortcomings of the 
specific participants, I have abandoned all 'personalistic' references 
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(Deleuze, 2006). Hence, for both methodological and ethical reasons, the 
participants are kept anonymous. For the consumers, I invented fake 
names but disclose age, gender, and background for contextual purposes. 
For the managers, the corporations they represent are presented in the 
selection proceedings below, as are their formal titles as employees of 
those corporations. However, in the data presentation chapters, they are 
only referred to in relation to 'corporation a, b, c, d', and so on. 

Study 1: Regulating consumption at the level of the state 

The first study (chapter 4) focused on how consumerism intervenes in 
the market through the state seeking to regulate consumption at the 
macro level. Entailing a process exploring how food consumption is 
objectified in regulations, I focused on highlighting the discursive prac-
tices arising in the wake of consumer discourses related to food labeling. 
In this macro level study, I drew on interviews, ORSGs and trade organ-
ization documents, and homepage material selected on grounds dis-
cussed above. 
 
 Part of this process, following my genealogical stance, I was con-
cerned with tracing the origins of date labeling in Sweden. As such, I 
have applied genealogy in searching for appropriate periods (Beronius, 
1991). As the historian, the genealogist is interested in human entities or 
social ‘products’: culture, the social, economy, and so on. However, while 
the historian is interested in the past, the genealogist looks at the present 
through the eyes of the past. I am not conducting a genealogy by confer-
ring the past as much as the present, but I am interested in the forces 
that pushed consumerism into development at the level of discourse, and 
made it what it is today. Thus, while the historian explores questions 
related to these entities or social products from the angle of an interest in 
the past, structuring them according to such things as time, space, and 
civilization, the genealogist looks at the present and structures the enti-
ties according to relations or mechanisms of power, such as events of 
disruption and system errors. Genealogy is therefore not a focus on the 
past, but on what is still alive today from the past. Genealogy is not a 
history of the past, but of the present. Thus, the starting-point is always a 
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question about the present (Beronius 1991: 50, my translation). There-
fore, I systematically traced the issue of 'food labeling' back in time 
through available ORSG and looked at it through the eyes of the pre-
sent. 
 
 Inspired by a conventional historical method (cf. Kjeldstadli, 1998), 
but guided by my genealogical approach, I started out in contemporary 
legislation on food labeling based on EU directives. I then traced the 
issue of date labeling back to the Swedish Food Act of 1951 in which 
matters of product labeling started to receive substantial space in official 
discussions, culminating in the Food Act of 1971 (Government, 1971) in 
which food freshness officially became an object of regulation through 
the means of date labeling. In this process, I consulted various artifacts 
of sub-material, including complementing official communications and 
documents/reports on the issue of food labeling (ORSG, 1999; EU 
Information Centre, 2010). This sub-material concerned the particular 
subject matter and which historically has been used in ratification pro-
cesses of legislative/regulative material. It can be noted that during the 
course of the investigation, I also spoke to a vast number of past and 
present associates of government departments and industry associations, 
asking them to help me determine the progressive development of the 
implementation of date labeling in the Swedish market. Remarkably, I 
was never able to get hold of any individual, of contemporary govern-
ment agencies possessing knowledge on regulative processes having in-
formed the enforcement of date labeling. That it to say, although it is 
only forty years ago that date labeling did not exist at all in the Swedish 
market, which already back then was characterized by pre-packed prod-
ucts, no one seems to wonder why it is that in the contemporary market 
one cannot get hold of an egg without a label stamped on it. 
 
 Concerning the interviews conducted, I contacted present and past 
managers/associates of the NFA (sv. Livsmedelsverket) in 2009. One of 
the participants is currently operating as senior manager at the NFA, 
another is a past section chief now retired. The last participant is a retired 
associate of the 1963 Food Act Committee that investigated the possibil-
ities for the establishment of new forms of organization concerning the 
public food administration, which, in the end, resulted in the establish-
ment of the Swedish NFA in 1972. 



 57 

 All three participants (Table 1) were informed upon initial contact by 
telephone and e-mail that I wanted to interview them about their work 
on regulating the market for consumers' interests and that I was particu-
larly interested in matters associated with food labeling. 
 
TABLE 1: REGULATOR PARTICIPANTS 

Affiliation Position 

NFA Senior associate manager 

NFA Senior associate manager 

1963 Food Act Committee Associate manager 

Table 1: Regulator Participants 

Concerning the other material generated for the state level study, it was 
selected based on relevance to the topic investigated. In addition to state 
documents, industry and trade organization guidebooks, manuals, and 
policy documents were collected. For example, during the interviews 
with the market actors, the participants often referred to certain docu-
ments and guidebooks. On such occasions, I made a note in my note-
book. I then collected this material for further consideration. The data, 
however, are far from ‘complete’ in covering all aspects of contemporary 
trade/industry policy concerning labeling existing in the market, but, 
then, this was never the intention. Further, as the study has evolved, the 
material has been reduced in order to fit the conditions and time-line of 
the project. Ultimately, guided by my poststructuralist approach, I sought 
to generate text entailing a variety of discourse not aimed at representa-
tion in terms of realism (see discussion on ontology below). 
 
 In addition to the interviews, text was generated based on a selection 
and mixture of readings of regulative documents, homepage material, 
and ORSGs on consumer policy and the issue of food labeling from two 
periods: the period around the implementation of date labeling in the 
early 1970s and the contemporary period. More precisely, text was gen-
erated from reading a vast number of documents and reports, however, 
the following material was selected to be included in the study: 
 

• an ORSG from 1970 concerning various issues related to the 
new conditions for food consumption and production in the 
post-war era (ORSG, 1970); 
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• an official Swedish proposition from 1971 concerning the ratifi-
cation of new governance structures in the food sector 
(Government, 1971); 

• the Swedish official Food Act (Government, 2006); 
• the EU Consumer Policy strategy for 2007-2013 (Commission, 

2007); 
• an ORSG from 2009 (ORSG, 2009); 
• documents from the trade organization Svensk Dagligvaruhandel 

concerning food handling recommendations for retailers 
(Dagligvaruhandel, 2009, 2010); 

• homepage material entailing official goals of the Swedish con-
sumer policy (Government, 2011b); 

• the NFA homepage (e.g. NFA, 2011a). 

Study 2: Organizing consumption at the level of manufacturing and retail 

In the corporate study (chapter 5), I explored how corporations seek to 
organize consumption at the meso level by managing consumers in par-
ticular ways. I did so by investigating food manufacturers and retailers’ 
organization on the phenomenon of date labeling. Particularly, I ex-
plored how managers struggle with regulative principles and ideas of 
consumerism, as well as real life consumers as customers, in their pursuit 
of particular goals and targets. As such, I investigated how corporations 
recreate, mediate and invent new forms of consumerist discourse (chapter 
4). I used data generated from interviews and observations with manu-
facturing managers and retailers conducted in 2009. Observations in-
volved walking around in the supermarkets with the participating man-
agers so that they could share with me their views on things, e.g. picky 
consumers looking for the best dates on products. 
 
 Concerning the manufacturing corporations, the study evolved 
through a focus on managers’ practices of talking about date labeling. I 
interviewed ten senior managers working in quality assurance functions 
as well as in marketing- and production-related affairs. Contact was al-
ways initiated through telephone or, on some occasions, e-mail and the 
participants were informed about my interest to discuss general food 
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labeling issues in relation to consumers. I sought to highlight the discur-
sive practices of managers talking about consumers and consumers' uses 
of food labeling. As such, I focused on how the managers coped with 
the guiding principles and consumerist regulations of the NFA, and how 
they recollected shopper conduct. For example, I initially asked the par-
ticipants to describe their views on their organization’s adaptation to 
current legislation concerning consumer product labeling and in which 
ways it influences daily operations. 
 
 The interviews therefore centered on discussing 'problems' associated 
with labeling, and participants were selected based on their relevance to 
the Swedish food market. This meant that large-scale manufacturers with 
more impact on consumers' everyday lives were preferred at the cost of 
small-scale actors. Therefore, the selection process of recruiting partici-
pants was somewhat influenced by the size of the corporations. I wanted 
to gain access to the views and perspectives of the most influencing op-
erations in the market (in terms of market share). Selection was also 
based on variation of food products produced as well as the extent of 
access to participants. Most of the participants I contacted told me they 
did not have the time for us to meet. Still, for which I am thankful, some 
agreed to meet me (Table 2). The selection of corporations includes or-
ganizations that manufacture and/or supply different types of 'everyday' 
food products in the Swedish market.  
 
TABLE 2: MANUFACTURER CORPORATION PARTICIPANTS (in alpha-

betic order) 

Arla Foods Coop Cilab 

Coop Trading ICA HQ (interviewee 1) 

ICA HQ (interviewee 2) Kraft Foods 

Pågen Scan 

Procordia Foods Unilever 

Table 2: Manufacturer corporation participants 

Following the participants' own definition of their titles, there were 3 
head 'Quality, Environment, Health, Society Senior managers', 1 senior 
product safety manager, 1 product quality assurance specialist, 2 senior 
quality managers, 1 customer marketing director, and 2 customer market-
ing managers. To assure the anonymity of all participants, they are re-
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ferred to in the part I, the empirical sections of chapter 5 in terms of 
'Corporation A', 'Corporation B', and so on, where Corporation A may 
refer to any one of the corporations listed in Table 2. 
 
 Representing the market conduit between the food manufactur-
ing/supply and consumers, organizing the mental and material space for 
shopping, retailers play a vital role in the constitution of consumption. 
The purpose of approaching this group was similar to the manufacturers, 
i.e. to explore how retailers seek to organize consumption at the meso 
level by managing consumers in particular ways. To this end, I explored 
how managers - store managers and merchants - are guided by regulative 
principles and ideas of consumerism in their pursuit of particular goals 
and targets. Contrary to the interviews with the manufacturers, the inter-
views with the retailers involved a rather explicit focus on date labeling 
from the start. The main purpose was to get as much out of the inter-
view in the shortest amount of time in that I was often bound to strict 
time lines as a condition for the interview. The decision to start head on 
with the topic of date labeling was based on the recent debates in the 
media about retailers generating vast amounts of food waste based on 
best before dates (e.g. Aftonbladet, 2007; 2008; Arbetarbladet, 2009; 
ChinaDaily, 2009; DagensNyheter, 2010; Expressen, 2010; 
SvenskaDagbladet, 2010; Värmlandstidningen, 2011). In reference to the 
media, I was able to have managers talk about my research interests 
without rendering any suspicion from their perspective - I was 'merely' 
interested in a topical matter. 
 
 Upon initiating contact, then, I informed the participants that I want-
ed to interview them about date labeling and what it meant to them in 
their management of daily operations. Participant selection was made 
based on the contacts gain from earlier contacts established (not neces-
sarily earlier interviews). Because I was having a hard time initiating con-
tact with participants on my own, this helped in gaining access to retail 
managers I would not otherwise have reached. 
 
 I have interviewed ten managers - merchants and store managers - 
operating small, medium, and large food supermarkets in the urban area 
of Stockholm, Sweden (Table 3). 
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TABLE 3: RETAILER PARTICIPANTS (in alphabetic order) 

Affiliation Position 

COOP Forum Store manager 

COOP Forum Sales manager 

COOP Konsum Store manager 

ICA Kvantum Product manager 

ICA Maxi Merchant/owner 

ICA Nära Merchant/owner 

ICA Supermarket #1 Merchant/owner 

ICA Supermarket #2 Merchant/owner 

ICA Supermarket #3 Merchant/owner 

ICA Supermarket #4 Merchant/owner 

Table 3: Retailer participants 

The purpose was to discuss their experiences and views on date labeling 
in reference to the consumer. Having myself worked at a superstore for 
several years in the past, I had experience from date labeling in the sense 
that I knew it is important for the daily activities, i.e. how products are 
presented to consumers, consumers' experiences form shopping in the 
store, etc. 

Study 3: Performing consumption at the level of everyday life 

In the micro level study of consumers (chapter 6), I investigated how 
people perform consumption by managing themselves as consumers. I 
did so by analyzing consumers' talk about food and date labels consump-
tion (discursive practices), as well as, to an extent limited to the interview 
occasion, the non-discursive practices of disposing of food in their re-
frigerators and kitchens. This entailed a process of analyzing the consti-
tution of subjectivity in their cultural talk struggling with the consumerist 
artifact of date labeling. 
 
 I used data based on interviews conducted in the homes of the partic-
ipants, as well as observations from how participants disposed and ar-
ranged food in their lockers and refrigerators. Albeit not participating 
during these activities, as in ethnographic research, I was able to look at 
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the products inside their refrigerators while they explained to me about 
them and their particular arrangement. For example, if I noticed a pack-
age of milk about to expire, I could tell them "look, there is a package of 
milk about to expire", in order to get them to talk about it. The purpose 
was therefore to explore the discursive practices of consumers in their 
everyday comments about the freshness of food, and to problematize 
these practices in terms of the subjectivities this constitutes. 
 
 I have conducted eleven interviews with sixteen individuals. Accord-
ingly, some of the interviews were conducted household-wise in pairs. As 
suggested by McCracken (1988), the selection of the participants (Table 
4) was done in order to achieve diversity and contrast in terms of age, 
gender, occupation, etc. Four of the participants were interviewed based 
on their association with the Freegan community. As Freegans, these 
consumers were part of a community that seeks to emancipate from 
mainstream food consumption by engaging with the market only in a 
limited sense. As defined by an official community homepage, 

Freegans are people who employ alternative strategies for living based on limited 
participation in the conventional economy and minimal consumption of re-
sources. Freegans embrace community, generosity, social concern, freedom, co-
operation, and sharing in opposition to a society based on materialism, moral ap-
athy, competition, conformity, and greed (Freegan.info, 2009). 

The inclusion of the participants from the Freegan community was 
based on relevance to the case. Freegans are infamous for their 'dump-
ster-diving' practices in which they gather food disposed of by other 
mainstream consumers as waste, for example, food disposed of by retail-
ers because of the best before dates. As such, they represent a form of 
consumer resistance that was considered as helpful in providing a differ-
ent perspective on food date labeling, disposal and thus on the workings 
of power in this particular case. 
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TABLE 4: CONSUMER PARTICIPANTS 

Pseudonym Age Occupation Education Description 

Lisa Early 

20s 

Student College Single, no children 

Frida Early 

30s 

R&D University Freegan, married, no children 

Jenny Late 

20s 

Construction man-

ager 

University Married, no children 

Kalle Early 

20s 

Student High school Single, lives with parents 

Harald Early 

30s 

R&D University Freegan, married, no children 

Jan Mid 

20s 

Construction worker High School Single, no children 

Hasse Late 

30s 

Consultant University Married, three children. Back-

ground in military. 

Lisbeth Early 

50s 

Business adminis-

trator 

University Married, three children 

Vera Mid 

50s 

Real estate manager University Married, three children, one still 

lives at home 

Mattias Early 

40s 

Carpenter High school Divorced, one child 

Pelle Mid 

30s 

IT manager High school Single, no children 

Ulla Early 

30s 

Painter/artist University Single, no children 

Rasmus Mid 

50s 

Real estate manager University Married, three children, one still 

lives at home 

Bertil Mid 

30s 

Unemployed High School Freegan, single, no children 

Micke Late 

20s 

Unemployed University Freegan, single, no children. 

Lives in a collective household  

Sven Late 

20s 

Manager, account-

ing 

University Married, no children 

Table 4: Consumer participants 
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Most of the participants were selected through personal contacts; how-
ever, none of the participants possessed knowledge of the topic of study. 
Before the interviews, the participants were informed that the interviews 
aimed at discussing their experiences of food consumption and labeling 
in general. The Freegan participants were selected through contact initi-
ated through community homepages as well as through articles on the 
Freegan phenomenon posted in newspapers. Contact was initiated 
through telephone and e-mail in which I asked for an interview about 
what Freeganism and their food consumption practices. 
 
 All consumer interviews started out without an explicit focus on date 
labeling. The interviews opened with grand-tour questions (cf. 
McCracken, 1988), such as, “Can you tell me a little about your house-
hold’s food consumption, or "Do you plan your shopping trips in ad-
vance or do you decide from day to day?” The reason for such questions 
was to have the participants start out with a rather wide discussion about 
what they thought about their daily food consumption in order to gain 
trust and then have them elaborate on points that I considered to be 
important using “floating prompts” (McCracken, 1988: 35), such as the 
repetition of the respondents’ last remark with a slightly interrogative 
tone or, on a more common basis, simply raising my eyebrow enough to 
have them elaborate. 
 
 Five interviews were conducted as mini-focus groups, i.e. in pairs as a 
household. In these cases, the consumers were interviewed two-by-two 
about the household’s everyday food consumption. This was done to 
stimulate discussion and to put the participants ‘at ease’ (McCracken, 
1988) next to someone familiar. There are both positive and negative 
aspects involved in doing so, however, considering the issues discussed 
are not of intimate nature, in which it is preferred to interview only one 
at a time, it was decided that more positive than negative implications 
would come of it. 
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Data analysis 

The data was analyzed according to a modified (poststructural) discourse 
analysis (Holt, 1997; Thompson, 1998; Moisander et al., 2009), guided by 
the principles advocated by Spiggle (1994). The analytical process was 
informed by, but not bound to, seven operations: categorization, abstrac-
tion, comparison, dimensionalization, integration, iteration, and refuta-
tion (ibid.). These stages of the analytical process can be seen as descrip-
tive elements of the overall qualitative data manipulation operation, re-
sulting in various themes presented in chapters 4-6. The themes relate to 
the research questions and the previous literature by providing empirical 
grounds for how people are actively worked upon, and work upon them-
selves, as they are being constructed as subjects (i.e. consumers) through 
the market. The operations leading to these themes are not discrete or 
clearly delimited activities; nor did they occur in an ordered, sequential 
fashion. Actually, they were not as much stages in the research process 
but can be seen as operations that I utilized at various stages of analysis 
(ibid.: 493). 
 
 Describing these processes more in detail, the first operation, categori-
zation, involved identifying a unit of data in the text as belonging to or 
being an example of some sort of general phenomenon (e.g. a concern 
by the NFA to empower consumers by labeling). In the present study, 
this involved a process of naming and coding instances of the phenome-
non expressed by the text (ibid.; McCracken, 1988: 41). This was a cru-
cial part of the analytical procedure because the other operations largely 
depend on the initial identification of categories. In an operation of ab-
straction, I sought to collapse the more empirically grounded categories 
into higher-order conceptual constructs (Spiggle, 1994: 493). In this fash-
ion, the abstraction process went beyond identification (coding) of pat-
terns in the data. I then explored differences and similarities across inci-
dents and events as a form of comparison between textual units within the 
data collected. In this operation, I made notes between general similari-
ties in the specific empirical instances and labeling them as representing 
the same category. Once a particular category was beginning to form, I 
continued to explore its attributes or characteristics through a process of 
dimensionalization that involved grouping together varieties of incidents 
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depicting the construct (ibid.). Integration and iteration involved the relation 
of the dimensions formed by previous processes with my pre-
understanding of phenomenon, as well as repeating those operations in 
order to have more subsequent operations emerge in relation to the pre-
cious ones (Spiggle, 1994: 495). I suggest that these operations of inte-
gration are unavoidable because as a researcher one cannot distance one-
self in an objective sense from the discourse/knowledge one is formed 
by and, inevitably, is part of forming. 
 
 More concretely, the various operations above entailed a process in 
which text fragments were placed into categories that were then re-coded 
into further themes or to a reduction of text (Moisander & Valtonen, 
2006: 115). However, I did not start the data analysis on the first level of 
coding, as suggested in grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In-
stead, the process of categorization was a circular one, where I started 
out with one level of categorization inductively and then re-categorized 
continuously throughout the analysis. The themes of chapters 4 to 6 can 
therefore be seen as having emerged through a process in which their 
coherence to the analysis were validated continuously through the re-
search process. 
 
 To make my role as a researcher more transparent in this process, all 
data presentation and the chapters describing the analyses (chapter 4-6) 
are conventionally divided into two parts. Part I always presents the find-
ings and part II the analysis. It is important that the findings, i.e. the em-
pirical sections should not be understood as an early stage categorization. 
Rather, they represent categories derived from late stage data processing. 
Hence, no data is inductive in the sense as commonly argued in ground-
ed theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Indeed, it is my view that the for-
mation of a theme can only be derived through my own personal pre-
understanding of that which I scrutinize. The process is thus rather de-
ductive in the sense that my pre-knowledge is always integrated into and 
inseparate from the categories/themes identified (see the discussion on 
social ontology below). 
 
 Researching how consumerism at different levels of scale intervenes 
in the market to constitute everyday consumption, the state level study in 
chapter 4 resulted in two empirical themes of categorization: 'investing 
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the consumer with knowledge' and 'making the consumer a concern for 
the corporation'. In chapter 5, the corporate level study resulted in four 
themes: an organizational focus on 'making food safe by managing con-
sumers at risk', 'making the corporation safe by managing consumers as 
risks', 'building consumer trust' and 'distributing responsibility'. In chap-
ter 6, the consumer level study resulted in four themes related to con-
sumers' struggle with dates and disgust in food consumption: ‘the em-
bodied struggle with information’, 'disgust is the embodied trigger', 'dis-
posing by forgetting and arranging', and 'Freeganism: contesting excess 
by consuming waste'. All findings or themes are introduced and elabo-
rated on briefly at the beginning of each chapter.  
 
 The later, analytical sections (i.e. part II in chapters 4-6) are the results 
of the whole analytical process described above. Moreover, rather than 
viewing these themes as objective 'truths' in the text of cultural practices, 
I considered them as 'symptoms' of the forces producing these practices. 
I am aware that my own role will play a particular purpose in this pro-
cess; however, following my post-structural approach, I acknowledge 
that objectivity is practically impossible in any form of social science. 
Instead, I have focused on keeping myself as 'transparent' as possible in 
the text for the reader to make his or her own judgment of the text pro-
duced by me and as my role as the producer of that text. 
 
 The categorization focused on generating empirical illustrations of 
both conformity and resistance to consumerism as discourse, as repre-
sented in the discursive practices of participants. In the empirical sec-
tions, part I of chapters 4-6, these illustrations are made in reference to 
quotes of the participants and/or from the contents of the documents. 
The quotes/content were selected on the basis of their coherence to the 
generated themes. For example, a theme was generated in accordance 
with the above procedures. In would seem quite unrealistic if all material 
generated within that particular theme could be framed in the same exact 
way. Rather, I acknowledge that meanings conveyed by participants with-
in the frames of the various themes produced may well be fragmented, 
conveyed differently and sometimes in contradicting ways (Brown, 1995; 
Thompson & Troester, 2002). I thus sought to present quotes both seek-
ing to make my particular point in the argument and to demonstrate 
changes in text by presenting similar, contradicting, and other forms of 
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illustrations for that particular theme. The selection of the quotes was 
therefore based on the criteria of what was referred to earlier in this sec-
tion as dimensionalization, showing varieties of discourse within each theme, 
multiplicities of voices in 'cultural talk' and thus illustrating the multifac-
eted and constructive process of discursive formations (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2000: 148 ff). 

Social ontology and epistemology 

Studying consumerism from a poststructuralist perspective (Firat & 
Venkatesh, 1995; Firat & Dholakia, 2006) implies rejecting realist views 
of representation. Knowledge is not a representation of some sort of 
external reality and 'truth' as correspondence to that reality. While the 
poststructuralist cultural analysis acknowledges that people do have rep-
resentations of the external world, which can be described and account-
ed for by subjects, these representations are, in themselves, not the start-
ing point for the basis of knowledge and meaning (Moisander et al., 2009: 
4). Focus has thus been on the power relations (i.e. forces) producing 
discursive formations in which subjects as embodied sites of such pro-
duction are created, struggle with, and actively resist forces as forces in 
their own. Put this way, cultural talk is not merely a reflection of reality 
but actually constitutive (productive) of it (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000). 
 
 Foucault's concept of discourse shifts the analytical focus or unit of 
analysis away from the intentions of human subjects (i.e. the literal ex-
pressions made by the participants) to practices and the discursive con-
text that participates in creating those practices of individuals. Contrary 
to phenomenological existentialism (Thompson, Pollio & Locander, 
1994), I consider the participants’ utterances, accounts, and descriptions 
not only as representative of their experiences, but constitutive of and consti-
tuted by social reality in a given cultural context. Focusing on discursive 
practice therefore involves considering the articulations of interviewees 
not as representations of some “inner” intentions/meanings - 'truth' - of 
their actions as human beings, but as indicators or “symptoms” of dis-
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course that these particular subjects draw on when making such state-
ments about their meanings. 
 
 I would like to stress, however, that articulations are never directly 
translatable to discourse but that there is always some degree of interpre-
tation embedded in associating a particular statement with a particular 
discursive element. I acknowledge that the subject (i.e. the consumer) is 
constituted out of both discursive and non-discursive practices; sayings, 
and doings (Beronius, 1991; Featherstone et al., 1991). 
 
 As already accounted for in previous sections, these practices are dis-
cursive not because material dimensions of the social does not exist, or 
that 'discourse' or 'discursive' merely refers to something ideational, lin-
guistic, or linguistically structured. On the contrary, for Foucault, prac-
tices entail both discursive and material dimensions. Power has corporeal 
implications (Foucault, 1977a, 1980a), and albeit having been criticized as 
ascribing the body too little agency (e.g. Barad, 2007), I suggest that the 
body for Foucault struggles with and resists power through techniques 
of the self, making power productive also in terms of the body (cf. 
Foucault, 1990). It is not a matter of escaping power or not, but the 
body is produced in power relations. 
 
 Discursive practices may relate to laws, rules, and guidelines for con-
duct in a given consumption context. Non-discursive practices may re-
late to the material means of such discursive practices, such as grocery 
stores, package machines in which food is labeled with dates, etc. Like 
Foucault (e.g. 1977), and commonly independent of an interpretive 
framework concerning discourse analysis (e.g. Elliott, 1996; Fairclough, 
2001; Laclau & Mouffe, [1985] 2001) or practice-based approaches (e.g. 
Warde, 2005), the distinction is made between discursive and material 
dimensions of the social. As a genealogist, to analyze forces coming to 
expression in social phenomena, I am not directly concerned with the 
reasons or intentions for exercising power, but with the relations be-
tween one force and another coming to expression in such intentions. I 
look for what happens in these relations and not necessarily the results 
(e.g. food waste). Following Foucault, then, the practices of power are 
important to highlight because power does not exist in itself. 
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 This perspective stresses language or narrative as a central element in 
the actual constitution of society. The subjects participating in this study 
are not expressing autonomous meaning through their words as much as 
they are embodying and struggling with discourse. In this regard, state-
ments made by subjects are “surface effects” that cannot be understood 
unless we acknowledge the forces that possess it and which express itself 
through it (Deleuze, 2006). Therefore, for every conscious act, for every 
norm or ideology, we should ask ourselves which forces that might have 
adopted it, which have sought to control it and which have expressed 
itself through it (Beronius, 1991: 77). A relevant notion is made by Al-
vesson and Sköldberg (2000) who contended that ‘meaningful’ substanc-
es expressed through language by the subject are 

...what constructs perceptions, thoughts, emotions and actions to the linguistic 
and discursive context, which socially creates forms and expressions of subjectiv-
ity limited in time and space. By subjectivity is meant the individual’s conscious 
and unconscious thoughts, emotions and perceptions, her self-insight and atti-
tude to the surrounding world. Language is not an expression of subjectivity, but 
[...] constitutes subjectivity (ibid.: p. 164). 

The narratives in the following chapters are meant to give room for par-
ticipants’ own articulations about their experiences with food labeling. 
Therefore, the following chapters provide a large number of quotes in 
order to present detailed examples of the discursive-institutional practic-
es of the participants which are crucial to the analytical process dealing 
with discourse. 
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Chapter 4: 
Regulating consumption 

Introduction 

In this chapter I investigate how the state seeks to regulate consumption 
at the macro level, i.e. how consumption is discursively constructed 
through state level regulation of food labeling. The investigation does 
not center on regulation per se, but rather on which kind(s) of active con-
suming subject(s) the political rationality of food labeling seeks to estab-
lish. Part I presents the empirical themes generated from readings of 
ORSGs, webpage material, documents and reports from industry/trade 
organizations, and the interviews conducted with the NFA managers. 
This is followed by the analysis in part II. 
 
 The overall findings suggest two empirical themes involved in the 
constitution of consumption at the macro level. First, consumers are 
invested with knowledge; the means, tools, and skills that they are consid-
ered in need of to perform adequately as food consumers. Second, the 
consumer is made into an object of sub-organizational concern in a pro-
cess of enforcing consumerism upon the corporations of the market. 
 
 In the last part of the chapter, I show how this regulation of con-
sumption operates as a bio-politics of the consuming population consti-
tuting empowered yet controlled food consumption which involves as-
pects of human disembodiment. 
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Part I: 
State intervention into production and consumption 

Investing the consumer with knowledge 

The outspoken aim of the NFA is to protect consumers’ interests in 
food, i.e. consumers' rights to practice food consumption in ways de-
fined as preferable by the state (cf. Day & Aaker, 1997). The data below 
elucidate some aspects of this state level consumerism and the subject of 
consumerism (i.e. the consumer). That is to say, what it should be, what 
it has the potential of becoming in relation to the market economy, and 
thus implicitly what the consumer should not be or become. In the data, 
this investing in the consumer involves two processes: a focus on in-
forming people as consumers and teaching people that they always have 
a choice in what and how to consume. 

The rise of the date label consumer 

In 1963, a food act committee was appointed to investigate the need for 
an alternative form of food administration in Sweden. This meeting can 
be seen as a state level response to the rapidly changing institutional 
conditions of the food market in the early post-war era, such as the 
growing number of pre-packaged products. According to one committee 
associate, the committee was assembled because of a concern initially 
raised by Swedish industry representatives concerning what and how 
people were consuming pre-packed food products. For him, this concern 
particularly involved issues related to food freshness and quality. 

People were complaining and had been complaining that they did not receive 
fresh food and such, and that there’s bad food... And then [industry representa-
tives] got started on a voluntary basis to label food in different instances with 
dates. And to sort these things out, it was decided that an investigation was 
needed (Associate, 1963 Food Act Committee). 
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According to this committee associate who supervised the investigation, 
the use of date labels emerged out of an industry concern with food 
freshness, which later evolved into a regulatory issue at the state level. As 
more and more pre-packed food was supplied to consumers, many ex-
amples surfaced of consumers complaining about old food in the stores 
and from getting sick from consuming these products. 
 
 Various manufacturers started to label their products voluntarily with 
date labels openly visible to consumers. This signaled concerns in regula-
tive instances to start enforcing a mandatory labeling practice in which 
the state sought to avoid the risk of corporations managing ‘labeling 
problems’ on their own. The 'date label consumer' subsequently emerged 
out of a series of events occurring in Sweden in the 1960s, and this ema-
nated in a particularly important ORSG in 1970. 

To the aim of making more effective and improving the handling of food [sv. 
livsmedel] in the new store types and to accommodate the consumers' needs of 
information [...], some manufacturers [...] began in the 1950s to label so-called pre-
packed food with dates (ORSG, 1970: 176, my translation, emphaisis added). 

Following the recommendations provided by this ORSG, a proposition 
was presented to the Swedish Parliament in 1971 to improve the condi-
tions for the food consumer (Government, 1971). The year after, in 
1972, the contemporary Swedish NFA was established to administer 
such concerns on behalf of consumers, as well as to develop a more rigid 
organization of the food market and peoples' everyday food consump-
tion. The contemporary NFA still has as a primary goal the protection of 
consumers’ interests in food, involving market activities endorsing safe 
food, and good food quality (NFA, 2011a). 
 
 According to the ORSG above, the efforts made to implement date 
labels were central to the establishment of the NFA, and as an artifact of 
food safety the labels relate food safety to the security of populations on 
a national level. Date labeling thus arose from a concern with human 
welfare in an emerging consumer society. As pre-packed products in-
creasingly came to characterize the food market, without information 
dates about the shelf life of produces, how could this welfare possibly be 
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ensured? The following outtake from the ORSG from 1970 on the sub-
ject of labeling food with dates illustrates this concern by the state. 

From a general health care point of view it also has to be considered an im-
portant issue that there should not exist in retail any foodstuffs that because of 
far too long storage have experienced such deterioration that it is not suited or 
even harmful to digest [sv. förtära]. [...] Thus, the purpose ought to be to present for 
consumers adequate intelligence about in which way they should store the food 
packages in the home and when the packaged food at the latest should be con-
sumed without danger of the food having gone through such deterioration that it 
may be of important concern for the consumers (ORSG, 1970: 179, my 
translation, emphasis added). 

As this quote illustrates, the origins of date labeling is closely related to a 
state level concern of the human body and that consumers eating spoiled 
products are at the risk of becoming ill. As such, through the use if date 
labels, this consumerism seeks to establish a consumer that reads labels 
and uses his or her reason and knowledge to choose rather than tastes, 
touches, and smells. 

Empowerment through information 

For consumers to be able to act actively and consciously, we need, on the one 
hand, easily grasped and trustworthy information and, on the other, a powerful 
and purposeful consumer protection (Government, 2011b). 

Food labeling is at the heart of Swedish consumer policy. Seeking to 
connect with the everyday lives of people as consumers, Swedish con-
sumer policy, which is a part of larger political agendas of the EU, illus-
trates a particular regulative focus on the design and distribution of con-
sumer information. In EU consumer policy and European Commission 
(EC) documents, references to consumer “information” appear closely 
associated to and aligned with concepts, such as consumer “confidence”, 
“empowerment”, “innovation”, and “efficiency”. 
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Confident, informed, and empowered, consumers are the motor of economic 
change as their choices drive innovation and efficiency. But it is also in their role 
as consumers that the EU can most directly connect to the daily lives of our citi-
zens and demonstrate the benefits of the EU. The response to these challenges 
lies in equipping the consumer with the skills and tools to fulfill their role in the 
modern economy, in making markets deliver for them, and in ensuring effective 
protection from the risks and threats they cannot tackle as individuals. [...] Our 
need for confident consumers to drive our economies has never been greater… 
(Commission, 2007). 

As illustrated by this quote of a European Commission document, in 
policy the informed consumer is also a confident consumer, capable of per-
forming more effectively in or useful in consumption. In this quote, the 
EU economic consumer policy emphasizes the role of an active con-
sumer confident and willing to make choices in consumption. The con-
sumer needs to be equipped “with the skills and tools to fulfill their 
roles” (ibid.). This focus on empowering consumers by building confi-
dence is central to contemporary consumer regulations. In the area of 
food consumption, this relates particularly to regulations concerning 
food labeling and which types of information food producers and retail-
ers are forced, allowed, and suggested by authorities to put labels on 
their products. As explained by the NFA on their homepage: 

The NFA has the task of protecting the interests of the consumer by working for 
safe food of good quality, fair practices in the food trade, and healthy eating hab-
its. Fair practices in the food trade imply that the consumer can rely on the label-
ling as regards, for example, the composition, weight, keeping qualities and origin 
of the food (NFA, 2011a). 

‘Healthy eating habits’ arise from consumers' trust in labeling and that 
the information provided by the labels is trustworthy. Illustrated by this 
quote, the NFA operative focuses on protecting consumers through 
information, making consumers more aware of that which they con-
sume. In this particular context of food, then, this operative is intimately 
associated with the management of people and their bodies. Consumers 
eat and drink the products and they have to be made aware of what they 
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put into their bodies. The body emerges in NFA policy as a machine that 
needs particular amounts of fuel and energy in order to work. 

Our body needs fuel and energy to function and to be able to work. How much 
energy we need depends on several factors. It depends on whether you are a girl 
or a boy, how old one is, how much one moves around and what one works with 
(NFA, 2011b). 

On a national level, the Swedish Food Act enacts such concerns with the 
body by endorsing rules and regulations that seek to “assure a high level 
of protection of human health and consumers’ interests in relation to 
food” (Government, 2006: 1). Seeking to control not only what people 
eat, but how they eat, is central to this construction of the consumer as a 
safe consumer. As such, the consumer is repeatedly referred to in regula-
tive instances as a market actor that needs to be taught to make adequate 
consumption choices, i.e. choices correlating with contemporary princi-
ples and ideas of safety and healthiness. For example, one of the partici-
pating NFA managers, referred to consumers as unreflecting and igno-
rant. 

One should have hoped, one should have wished that consumers possessed so 
much knowledge that they could understand why we put five years on a caned 
good: if we put it that way, and not two or one year. Because then, with the bad 
knowledge that exists, many dispose of the products after the best before date, 
something which I personally would never come to think about (NFA manager). 

This manager further describes the NFA's work as enlightening for the 
consumer, helping consumers to become more confident in consump-
tion. By referring to the consumer as unknowledgeable, this manager 
distances himself as a representative of a government agency protecting 
poor consumers not acting rationally. The core formulation of the Swe-
dish Food Act involves similar principles. 

If necessary to protect human life or health or otherwise look after the interests of 
consumers, the Government or the authority appointed by the Government may 
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issue regulations, or in an individual case decide on (1) prohibition on or condi-
tions for the handling, importation into the country or placing on the market of 
food, (2) labeling and presentation of food, (3) the nature or designation of food, 
(4) the use of products, substances or equipment in the handling of food or to-
gether with food, (5) medical examination or other health control of personnel 
engaged in food operations and on other matters concerning personnel hygiene 
associated with such operations, and (6) prohibition on the re-exportation of 
food that has been stored at a border inspection post or a customs warehouse or 
in a free zone or a free warehouse (Government, 2006). 

Relating to the Swedish Food Act's focus on the protection of human 
life and health, this quote focus a concern with human life and health. 
Moreover, such concern highlights the human body as part of contempo-
rary consumer policy. 
 
 Underscoring the regulative principle of what is considered as con-
sumer empowerment through information, contemporary Swedish food 
regulation goals, following EU directives, center on three goals that build 
and shape consumer trust in and use of information: “(i) to empower 
consumers in the market, (ii) to reach a higher level of welfare for con-
sumers, (iii) and to effectively protect consumers from serious risks and 
dangers” (Government, 2011a). Here, the consumer should both be pro-
tected from risks and enabled to protect themselves through the means 
provided to them. Emphasizing a subject which is both safe and able to 
make itself safe, consumers are provided with a particular type of regu-
lated freedom managing themselves through the choices presented by 
the labels. 

Food labeling is important, especially to inform and protect consumers. We want 
to make sure that consumers get the information they need in order to make 
their own choice concerning food products (NFA, 2010). 

As this point from the NFA's homepage illustrates, in NFA policy the 
primary goal with food labeling is to protect the consumer. The protect-
ed consumer is then the subject that feels confident in making his or her 
own choices in consumption as based on the information provided by 
the label. The types of statement further underpinning this governmental 
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rationale assume rational consumers make rational choices based on the 
information they are provided with. Notably, “information” is referred 
to as a synonym of “power” in which “to give consumers the possibility 
to choose” literally means to “give consumers power”, as illustrated by 
this declaration of the core of Swedish (and EU) consumer policy at the 
Swedish Government's homepage: 

The goal of the [Swedish] consumer policy is to give consumers power and the 
possibility to make active and conscious choices. For this to work, a foundation-
al, legislated consumer protection and an efficient and adequately working con-
trol of the enactment of this law are required. Moreover, information that is easy 
to grasp and trust is also required for consumers (Government, 2011a). 

Therefore, the notion of information emerges in government instances 
as synonymous to power and empowerment in which consumers are 
provided with agency by being enabled to make informed, conscious 
choices in consumption. Following this line of reasoning, the food con-
sumer is not a passive or ‘responsive’ subject, but an active and rational 
actor who can make conscious decisions in everyday life. While the gen-
eral purpose of food safety regulation involves a strong emphasis on 
consumer protection through labeling, this protection works by inducing 
confidence in people to make active, individual choices in consumption. 
In the particular case of date labeling, the term best before emerged out 
of a government concern with that the pervious term 'use by' or 'expire 
by' involved too little room for consumer agency (choice) and Swedish 
competition authorities revised the term in the early 1980s (SPK, 1983). 
Thus, food labeling entails a rather explicit emphasis on both consumer 
protection and empowerment through information: to make food safe 
for the consumer, but also to have consumers make their own active 
choices in reference consumption. As illustrated above, this consumer 
empowerment through information involves giving consumers choice, 
but to frame and control what kind of choices that can be made and 
which ought to be made ('best before' signals 'not as good after'). 
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Making the consumer a concern for the corporation 

The second aspect of regulation through labeling refers to how consum-
erism seeks to subject people to various forms of organization, i.e. the 
making of the consumer a concern for the corporation. This occurs 
through both voluntary and coercive means; the enforcement of laws, 
rules, and recommendations. 

Control through micro-regulation 

Operating to control fundamental aspects of food manufacturing and 
retailing on behalf of consumers, the NFA makes the consumer a con-
cern for the corporations by enacting principles and rules about how the 
consumer should be managed through food labeling (e.g. EU, 2000). For 
the NFA, this involves various forms of micro-regulation or micro-
management in which organizations are instructed in how to manage the 
idea of the food consumer as a living and breathing entity in manufactur-
ing and retailing practices and processes. In the data, such micro-
management is conveyed in minute details about, for example, the com-
position of food products in relation to what is considered as safe and 
not safe for the human body. One of the NFA managers explains how 
the control largely works through practices of risk assessment concern-
ing the human body. 

NFA manager: One has a risk assessment in the background. Meat, what are the 
risks in that? Well, these bacteria may attack meat, for example. Then, we have a 
list on all these risks. And then this may be interesting to know. Then we have 
found out which real risks there are. Then, when the decision is to be made, I 
risk manage. And in the risk management one embeds other things: it may be a 
political statement. 
 
Carl: Okay, how do you mean? 
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NFA manager: Take Chernobyl, then one wanted to have a limit for Becquerel11. 
When one performed a risk assessment of that, the risk assessors might have said 
that you should keep below a total, so that there is no more Becquerel in the 
body than, what shall we say, 50,000 per year, or whatever they could find out. Then, 
one must manage that. And then it was handled using the reasoning that we put a 
limitation on each foodstuff and that it couldn’t be more than 300 in each prod-
uct. If one has all the food so to say, that no product is allowed more than 300, then 
we can be sure that we will not reach it. The food is not dangerous at 300 but we 
could manage to eat maybe 10,000. But the management [and the assessment] 
differs in this respect (NFA manager). 

As illustrated by the above passage, by referring to how one is able to 
reduce the risks associated with consumers by making lists, assessments 
about what should be considered as reasonable margins concerning lev-
els of substances allowed and levels that are considered dangerous, etc., 
and enforcing them by law upon organizations, the NFA seeks to con-
trol consumption. This control, the body emerges as an object of organi-
zation as imposed on manufacturers, retailers, etc. 
 
 By operating through the control of commonly minute details, the 
state manages consumers through legislation implemented at the level of 
corporations. 

Food safety increasingly becomes a much more debated issue in a society where 
efficiency levels and rational questions receive more and more space. New law 
within the EU will sharpen the rules for how you as a retailer/merchant should 
ensure that the products you sell to your customers are safe and do not make 
people sick. The demands are clearer in the new hygiene rules applied from 2006. 
The aim is safe food (Dagligvaruhandel, 2009). 

This is then communicated through guidelines and control produced by 
the trade organizations. Working toward food safety, this control is ap-
plied to different areas of production, coming to various forms of ex-
pressions concerning how employees working with food in retailing op-
erations may handle the products. For example, working with extra per-
ishable products, employees themselves are made subjects of what to an 
                                                
11 The derived unit/substance of radioactivity. 
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outsider may seem as obscure forms of regulation. An illustrative exam-
ple would be if employees handling meat in the grocery store have spent 
more than five days abroad and outside of the Nordic countries, they 
need to provide a stool sample to management. This is done to reduce 
the risks of Salmonella bacteria harming consumers, as suggested by this 
outtake from a regulative document of the industry organization Svensk 
Dagligvaruhandel's translation of official Swedish regulations. 

Salmonella routine. Salmonella can exist in the human body without any symp-
toms. A stool sample should be collected after time aboard (more than five days 
outside the Nordic countries) by employees handling unpackaged food. It is a re-
liable way of discovering Salmonella and a simple routine (Dagligvaruhandel, 
2010). 

This quote illustrates how the 'professional body' that handles consumer 
products is also made the object of contemporary regulations, as well as 
how employees are made subjects of consumerism. Similarly, the same 
guidelines describe the practical implementation of the aim to systema-
tize consumer risk management through HACCP (Hazard Analysis and 
Critical Control Points) analysis. 

To prevent dangers in food – consumer risks. […] The first step in a HACCP study 
is to identify what may serve as danger with the food products managed in the 
store. The dangers can be divided into four areas: different sorts of microorgan-
isms, allergy and other over sensitive creating ingredients, chemicals, and physical 
objects. All can be a danger to the consumers if they are at the wrong place in too 
large amounts at the wrong time! Examples of dangers are: (i) Salmonella bacteria 
in meat, which may evoke nausea, stomach cramps, diarrhea, fever, and headache. 
This bacteria may also lead to other illness. (ii) Milk protein can evoke allergy re-
actions […] To assess presumed risks for the consumer, a danger analysis is con-
ducted. […] Take away all the risks with food. All risks have to be removed be-
fore the food can be consumed in a safe way (Dagligvaruhandel, 2009: 11 ff, my 
emphasis)! 

Notice that the term ‘danger’ was mentioned four times in this short 
passage, as well as the presence of exclamation marks to denote im-
portance. As this quotation from the industry guidelines illustrates, the 



 82 

details of control in this systemization of consumerist management prin-
ciples and ideas are minute in its descriptions concerning risk assess-
ment.  

Regulating corporations into controlling themselves 

As discussed above, to reduce the complaints from consumers getting 
sick from eating spoiled products bought in the market, the industry 
sporadically began labeling products with date labels in the 1960s. How-
ever, many products in the market were not labeled. To control the situa-
tion with different types of date labels arising for different types of 
product, the state got involved. Date labeling became mandatory on all 
pre-packed products in the market based on the acceptance of the 1971 
proposition by the government (Government, 1971). To protect the 
consumer by making food safe for consumption and to reduce com-
plaints by consumers in the food supplied in the market, regulatory 
guidelines and laws were directed toward the food supply chain. 
 
 Traces of this series of events taking place in the late 1960s and early 
1970s still exist in contemporary food regulations in state processes of 
standardization of information, control of corporations in the market, 
and efficient forms of intervention to reduce abnormalities in food safe-
ty. 

The new authorities focus on the state’s core tasks in the shape of standardiza-
tion, control, readiness, and expertise within key social areas (ORSG, 2009: 401). 

From a regulative perspective, consumers need to be provided with ade-
quate, easy to grasp information so that they can make conscious choices 
and to act confident regarding those choices (Government, 2011c). Re-
volving around this interest of inducing confidence among consumers in 
food consumption practices, the NFA intervenes with food production 
and retail according to three primary goals: that food should be safe for 
consumers, that there is probity in labeling, and for the development of 
'good' food consumption habits. This NFA manager explains: 
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We’re on a mission from the government- a publically held mission. It has issued 
a goal for us, and we’re governed by it pretty hard. It influences how we follow..., 
how we plan and prioritize, and so forth. One says that we shall, in consumers’ 
interests, work with three things. One thing is safe food, another is probity [sv. 
redlighet], you know? The third is good eating habits. I want to elaborate on probi-
ty. It implies that one should receive the product one expects to receive as a con-
sumer. It is very intimately associated with food labeling [...]; it doesn't have to be 
[associated with] labeling, but it often is. We can take an example of the scandal 
at ICA a few years ago, in December 2007, when they prolonged the date la-
bels.12 That was..., that [became] a matter of safety [...] because theoretically the 
product may become dangerous to eat (NFA manager). 

As this manager explains, by working for safe food, probity in labeling, 
and good food habits, one of the most important things for the NFA is 
to ensure that consumers receive the products that they expect to get. 
The consumer described in such a statement is a consumer that may be 
safe only through probity in manufacturing. In referring to the ICA 
scandal a few years back, this manager explains why retailers cannot be 
allowed to re-label products that may be harmful to consumers. Food 
safety has to be regulated and controlled by the NFA, and not by indi-
vidual merchants. Probity or “correctness” in food labeling means that 
organizations are not allowed to misguide consumers by labeling prod-
ucts with false or misleading information. For example, a food manufac-
turer is not allowed to label a package of meatballs as being “70% meat” 
when the meatballs contain only 65% meat. If consumers read “70% 
meat”, they expect 70% and should get 70%according to the principle of 
probity. However, in practice it is difficult to exert such control that eve-
ry product in the market is labeled according to the principle of probity. 
For the NFA, the control needs to be put into system among the organi-
zations themselves. This retired NFA manager explains how this works: 

All responsibility is in the hands of the corporation. [...] But the authority puts up 
certain rules and says that you need to be responsible by imposing a self-
monitoring system. This is how one reasons: if you got a sausage, a sausage you 
know, and you put best before the first of a month 2009, it is therefore best be-

                                                
12 The 'Miced Meat Scandal', as it came to be referred to by the media arose from sev-
eral ICA merchants that were caught on hidden camera with re-labeling expired minced 
meat, with new dates in order to be able to sale this meat to consumers. 
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fore that date. Then, suddenly the authorities check the self-monitoring system. 
How does one know that the sausage is safe on this occasion? Looing at corpo-
ration documentation, and the corporation has written down, ‘this is our con-
trol’, 'this is the controls that we perform' and so on, one keeps the sausage in a 
refrigerator at a certain temperature, and maybe one adds a couple of degrees 
(NFA manager). 

Thus, rather than exerting a form of control upon the organizations, the 
NFA enforces a particular system control that focuses on the monitoring 
of organizations in disciplinary purposes. 

Self-control, well, control of the system, really. First, the system needs to be 
checked: does one have a good self-control program, does one apply it, docu-
ment it, follow these programs… But to verify that the control systems are good, 
one can make interventions for different things. Does one have routines how to 
clean, how to cool food or heat food, and so on. One then carries out an inter-
vention into production and examines if they have followed 'this', written down 
'that' and so on… One verifies control in that way (NFA manager). 

As these quotes illustrate, the self-monitoring of corporations is a crucial 
element in the consumerism expressed at the level of the state. By dis-
tributing responsibility from the authorities and the state to the corpora-
tions supplying food, the NFA is able to monitor the market more effi-
ciently. According to the Swedish food act, businesses are responsible to 
take action so that food regulations concerning labeling are followed. 
Each party in the food supply chain thus holds its own responsibility for 
correct labeling. This means that several parties are responsible (e.g. 
manufacturers, wrappers, importers, wholesalers, and retailers). The main 
responsibility is placed on the one party that is regarded to be best quali-
fied for [the most correct] labeling (ORSG, 1999: 40, my translation). 
Corporations regulate themselves according to the NFA principles and 
the NFA takes on an active role to control the (self-) control enacted by 
corporations. 
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Part II:  
Constituting empowered yet controlled consumption 

The bio-politics of the consuming population 

Relating to the state's focus on the protection of human life and health, 
the government of food consumers and of consumption can be seen as 
the government of human life and health. Moreover, the government of 
consumption can be seen as the government of the body and the above 
focus on building consumers' trust in labeling concerns the protection of 
the body. That is to say, through its body the consumer becomes a sub-
ject of organizational consumerism. This consumerism systematically 
seeks to dispose of the ways in which people consume food and how 
food is provided to consumers. In the data, this control is realized in a 
governmental regulations focusing on investing the consumer and making 
it a concern for the corporations (cf. Miller & Rose, 1997). Consumers 
and their bodies - consuming bodies - are made subjects and objects of 
various forms of risk controls enforced by the NFA in the name of the 
population. Most notably, the state emerges as a paternal market actor 
operating actively to monitor and normalize not the consumer per se, but 
the institutional conditions regulating consumers into exert agency fruitful-
ly and practice informed and empowered consumption (cf. Scott 2008: 52). 
As such, beyond the regulation of consumption as an institutional mech-
anism, food date labeling represents an artifact of bio-power - the regula-
tion of life itself (Foucault, 1980a: 143). 
 
 The centrality of food consumption in consumer policy is shown in a 
consumerism constituting a subject of labeling, a subject that is more 
likely in the sense of consuming in correlation to regulative principles 
and ideas. These ideas, as discussed above, center on issues of public 
health and safety, enacted through practices of informing and educating 
unknowledgeable subjects in order to protect life itself by focusing on 
the eating and drinking body. 
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 In his discussion on bio-power, Foucault discusses the regulatory con-
trols (bio-politics) that emerged in the classical age aiming to maximize 
the operation of the human body and thus to supervise the welfare of 
the body as part of the population: the human body imbued in the 
mechanisms of life, “propagation, births and mortality, the level of health, 
life expectancy and longevity” (Foucault, 1980a: 139, emphasis added). 
Involving observations, classifications, measuring techniques, etc., these 
regulatory controls represented a positive form of power in the sense of 
its function: an organization of power over life. In so doing, Foucault 
draws attention to the ways in which life itself has become an object of 
power, a bio-politics "expressed as a control that extends throughout the 
depths of the consciousnesses and bodies of the population" (Hardt & 
Negri, 2001: 24). In consumer culture, everyday 'life' is mediated through 
the market and practiced in terms of consumption (Slater, 1997; 
Baudrillard, 2001; Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Following Foucault, the 
regulation of consumption can also be understood as a regulation of life 
itself. Through bio-politics, then, the constitution of consumption does 
not only involve a symbolic dimension with cognitive implications (e.g. 
Belk, 1988; Holt, 2002; Kozinets & Handelman, 2004; Thompson, 2004; 
Baudrillard, [1968] 2005), but it also involves the government of life it-
self. 
 
 Consumers’ supposed freedom, agency, and empowerment represent 
central elements of the consumerism expressed above. Since the post-
war era, consumer policy has been described as moving from paternal-
istic types of consumer protection to emphasizing the individual's agency 
to perform on its own (Draper & Green, 2002). However, consumers’ 
freedom to perform repeatedly seems to be conflated with freedom of 
thought (i.e. freedom of choice) and a strong focus on informing consum-
ers to provide choice. In arguing that bio-politics effected through gov-
ernmentality targets individuals as part of populations, Foucault high-
lights how power operates through individuals and individual freedom 
(Foucault, 2000b). Rather than acting on the agentic subject (e.g. Holt, 
2002), power enacts the subject into being more akin to what Thompson 
(2004) described in the context of the natural health marketplace. What 
occurs is a process of constructing consumer agency rather than con-
straining it, i.e. food labeling is an artifact through which an agentic con-
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sumer is constructed through a process of subjectivation. As argued by 
Butler (1997), 

Power considered as a condition of the subject is necessarily not the same as 
power considered as what the subject is said to wield. The power that initiates 
the subject fails to remain continuous with the power that is the subject's agency. 
A significant and potentially enabling reversal occurs when power shifts from its 
status as a condition of agency to the subject's 'own' agency (constituting an ap-
pearance of power in which the subject appears as the condition of its 'own' 
power) (Butler, 1997: 12). 

The 'confident' consumer that arises from exerting agency in the market 
through informed purchase decisions (Murray & Ozanne, 1991) based 
on, for example, labeling, represents not so much an escape from power, 
but rather constitutes the productive process through which the subject 
of consumerism constructs itself. 
 
 The focus on providing choice in everyday food consumption illus-
trates how this power seeks to reach beyond the market and into the 
everyday lives of people as consumers. Rather than constraining con-
sumer agency by withholding consumers the right to choose or act sov-
ereign, this bio-power operates by promoting choice and by providing 
consumers with resources to make particular informed consumption 
choices seen in relation to the self. Constituting an empowered yet con-
trolled consumption through regulation emphasizing, for example, con-
sumer power, confidence and consciousness - consumers' rights to 
choose and practice sovereign consumption, this bio-power exercised as 
governmentality seeks to individualize and totalize at once (Gordon, 
1991: 3). It shapes the consuming body, optimizes it - empowers yet 
controls it in a positive and maximizing sense. As such, power operates 
beyond the dialectics of repression or emancipation, by enabling the active 
subject to emerge in a controlled way (cf. Firat & Venkatesh, 1995; Holt, 
2002; Kozinets, 2002). Moreover, this controlling consumerism turns 
people into consuming bodies essentially disembodied and self-centered. As 
such, the consuming self becomes and enterprising project to be worked 
upon and subjected to technologies of the self (Featherstone, 1982). 
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 In the area of food consumption, food labeling may be considered in 
light of such a bio-power working through governmentality to construct 
a subject characterized by its desire to master the 'skills and tools to ful-
fill its role in the modern economy' (cf. Du Gay, 1996). As consumer 
information, food labeling is a 'tool' by which consumers are able to pro-
tect themselves from what was refereed to above in terms of the risks 
and threats they cannot tackle as individuals. Whereas the bio-politics of 
traditional societies related the human body to social life through maxim-
izing the natural processes (Foucault, 1980a: 139) - the use of the senses 
(smell, touch, taste, etc.) - the above consumerism seeks to minimize it. 
In the consumerism above, this emerge in narrative references of that 
the consuming body 'is no good', i.e. that the body and its senses cannot 
be trusted completely. As a tool informing consumers, date labeling 
builds consumer trust in information about food and the market by de-
veloping consumers’ skills to practice particular forms of 'empowered 
food consumption' defined by self-confidence and efficiency. Conse-
quently, the regulation of food consumption is not effected only through 
the consciousness of people, but also in the body and with the body, as 
consumerism becomes bio-political, somatic, and corporeal (Foucault in 
Hardt & Negri, 2001: 27)13. 
 
 As much of the previous literature has emphasized, the capacity of 
neo-liberal regimes of government of downloading responsibility to indi-
viduals, the state has increasingly been ascribed a less central role in con-
sumption (e.g. Frewer & van Trijp, 2007; Jubas, 2007; Lockie, 2009). 
Indeed, the findings above suggest that the state regulates consumption 
that relies on the self-governance of individuals. This is what Foucault 
defined as an ultimate form of government (Foucault, 1997a, 2000b). 
The regulative processes of making food safe for consumers therefore 
concerns the regulative procedure of shaping subjects that are agentic 
and capable of performing on their own in markets. However, also pre-
sent in the findings is a form of regulation operating according to strong 
forms of authoritarian and paternalistic regulation, i.e. enforcing a regi-
men of control based on regulatory mechanisms (Scott, 2008: 52) that is 
independent of the self-governance of individuals (cf. Dean, 2009). Ef-

                                                
13 For Foucault’s original text, see Foucault, Michel (1977b), "La naissance de la 
medecine sociale", Dits et Ècrits, 3), 207-228. 
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fected through the organizations (i.e. the corporations) and the control 
of the spaces in which consumers engage in consumption, this regulation 
operates as highly dispersed forms of power. Indeed, this is more akin to 
Foucault's notion of the variegated texture of power in which “one has a 
triangle, sovereignty-discipline-government, which has as its primary 
target the population and the apparatuses of security” (Foucault, 2000b: 
219). 
 
 The corporations supplying food to consumers in the market thus 
hold a key role in this type of neo-liberal consumerism: the producers 
and the retailers are driven by commercial interests. While arguing that 
governmentality does not work through imposing the law directly upon 
the people, Foucault draws close attention to the fact that it functions by 
employing tactics concerned with the particular arrangement of “things 
in such a way that, through a certain number of means, such-and-such 
ends may be achieved” (Foucault, 2000a: 211). To govern consuming 
bodies and build and develop consumer trust in food as an object incor-
porated into the body (Falk, 1997: 51), as well as to “secure the submis-
sion of bodies” into the principles of bio-politics, the supply chain needs 
to be systematically arranged. Thus, consumerism and the regulation of 
consumption largely work through their particular disposal of the elements 
of food manufacturing and retailing. Corporations are legally bound to up-
hold a detailed organization that secures safe food provision in the mar-
ket. Notably, the NFA does not dispose of itself in this seemingly de-
regulative process, but strengthens its abilities to intervene more effi-
ciently in market processes pertaining to consumers. The practice of 
labeling food with dates is crucial to this process. Dates inform retail 
managers when their responsibility of the products ends and where the 
consumer’s responsibility begins. If a product is sold to consumers after 
the best before date, responsibility rests on the corporation selling that 
product. The same holds for a product passing expiration in the home of 
a consumer; the responsibility is on the consumer to decide what to do. 
In this way, the NFA is able to effect “control at a distance” (Foucault, 
2000b). 
 
 In making control mechanisms immanent to the market and the spac-
es in which consumers engage in food consumption, state regulation 
reproduce a consumerism framing the possible field of action not only of 
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the consuming self, but also of corporate actors and the human body. 
This consumerism actively seeks to maximize the body's usefulness by 
privileging cognition and choice at the cost of peoples' embodiment and 
bodily senses. For example, seeking to have retailers adopt extreme 
forms of hygiene control in the grocery stores or by constraining retailers 
in their possibilities of utilizing their own embodied experiences and 
bodily senses in evaluating food quality, this consumerism constitutes an 
institutional atmosphere of controlled cleanness and food freshness in 
the grocery stores. In it, the body is kept at a minimum in terms of inter-
ference. 
 
 Consumers shopping for food in the conventional sense, i.e. through 
the supermarket, become objects of such consumerism. Moreover, in so 
doing, they inevitably are made subjects of such a controlled environ-
ment by internalizing the institutional norms effected by the retailers. As 
such, more than merely institutionally authorizing consumption 
(Arnould, 2007), the consuming self is made both subject and object of 
cultural-cognitive institutional mechanisms operating as discursive-
institutional formations, i.e. in a sense preceding consumers' abilities to 
escape power (Thompson, 2004: 173). Here, ‘techniques of domination’ 
are joined by ‘techniques of the self’ (Foucault, 2000c), and the agency 
exerted by everyday consumers relies on the institutional frame consti-
tuted through the market. That is to say, consumption largely relies the 
institutional environment defining the field in which consumers are sanc-
tioned to exert agency. This sanctioning largely depends on how the cor-
porations organize in reference to consumerism in the market. Let us 
therefore now turn to the industry and how food manufacturers and 
retailers struggle with consumerism in different ways. 

Summary 

State level consumerism operates seeking to constitute an empowered 
yet controlled consumption. It does so by investing the consumer with 
the resources and means necessary for them to make informed con-
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sumption choices in everyday life. Consumption is constituted through the 
management of corporations, in the sense that consumers are enabled by 
labeling to choose on their own in consumption. As such, however, em-
powered consumers are also 'choosing' consumers in the sense that they 
are obliged to make choices. This bio-politics of the consuming popula-
tion therefore sanctions particular types of rational and conscious choices 
by individuals while constraining other embodied practices. Part of this 
process, therefore, is a consumerism seeking to construct consumption 
by investing in the consumer with intellectual means and skills enacted at 
the cost of the body. 
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Chapter 5: 
Organizing consumption 

Introduction 

In chapter 4, I showed how consumerism intervenes in the market to 
constitute consumption at the macro level. Through a bio-politics of the 
consuming population, consumerism constitutes an empowered yet con-
trol consumption that involves a dimension of disembodiment. 
 
 In this chapter, I investigate how corporations seek to organize con-
sumption at the meso level by managing consumers in particular ways. I 
do so by investigating food manufacturers and retailers’ organization on 
the phenomenon of date labeling by looking at how managers struggle 
with regulative principles and ideas of consumerism, as well as consum-
ers as customers, in their pursuit of particular goals and targets. This 
involves flushing out the practices of mangers recreating, mediating and 
negotiating consumerism, organizing consumption in relation to state 
consumerism (chapter 4), as well as in relation to their customers against 
which they interact. 
 
 As with the previous and in the chapter that follow, part I presents 
the findings structured in four themes. These findings relate to an organ-
ization of consumption in which corporations seek to (i) make food safe 
by managing consumers at risk; (ii) make the corporation safe by manag-
ing consumers as risks; (iii) build consumer trust in food and, finally; (iv) 
distributing consumer responsibility. This is followed by an analytical 
section in part II. Part I therefore presents what is referred to as corpo-
rations struggling with regulators and consumers. 
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Part I: 
Corporations struggling with regulators and consumers 

Making food safe by managing consumers at risk 

The first theme generated from the data concerns food safety and the 
organizational struggle to make food products manufactured or sold safe 
for consumption. This theme runs throughout the managers' statements 
and synthesizes in an organizational goal that food should be safe for 
consumers and that consumers should be able to consume products 
without putting their health at risk. 

Enacting control in the interests of the consumer 

For the managers of the food manufacturing and retailing corporations, 
the concern with consumer safety often translates into efforts that seek 
to control how people consume food supplied by the manufacturers and 
retailers. This involves enacting the control rules and procedures of the 
NFA and making the organization and its food products safe for con-
sumers Moreover, it also involves communicating this safety to the NFA 
regulating the corporation and to everyday consumers. In this context, 
food labeling, and especially date labels, are relevant. In their comments 
about date labeling, the managers of the large food manufacturing cor-
porations repeatedly express a concern of how their product is con-
sumed by referring to how the date labels help them in organizing a safer 
environment for the consumers in the market. For example, date labels 
extend the control over products beyond the factory floor by making 
products traceable. If something was to be discovered with a particular 
product assembly line, the date label together with the name of the 
product is the key combination in recalling the products through, for 
example, the media. 
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 For example, in early 2009, managers in a large Swedish producer of 
chicken found pieces of glass in the chickens they had produced and 
shipped to retailers. They traced this glass to particular production as-
sembling lines in the factory. Deciding to issue a recall of the products 
from the market, the corporation was able to communicate exactly which 
batches of chickens that were affected by referring to the date labels of 
the particular production assembling lines identified as containing glass. 
Thus, the corporation was able to avoid consumers eating products with 
glass, something that could have had severe consequences for the per-
sons who ate these chickens and, thus, to the corporation’s legitimacy in 
the market. The date label therefore seems vital for organizational efforts 
seeking to manage consumers. A senior manager at a multinational dairy 
products manufacturer explains: 

And in the occasions that we experience grave troubles, when we are forced to 
remove products from the stores, the only thing we can communicate is the 
name of the product and the best before date. Although we know the error is 
only within, for example, two clock-strokes it is completely impossible to com-
municate. So the best before date is amongst the most important things which 
we got to keep track of the products (Senior production manager, Corporation 
A). 

As this manager expresses it, the best before date is vital in keeping track 
of the products. Corporations use the dates to trace products in the mar-
ket and as a means to control that consumers do not fall ill from eating 
bad products. The information provided by date labels makes the control 
of food consumption more precise. Such information also makes the 
control more dynamic by adding a time dimension to this control. Two 
aspects are especially important in managers' expressions. First, products 
in the market (i.e. having left the factory floor) may be ‘activated’ as dan-
gerous goods by the corporations (commonly through the media) if pro-
duction errors are identified. Second, products also ‘activate themselves’ 
in successive manner as the date approaches. For example, if consumers 
fail to drink the milk before the best before date is reached, they are like-
ly to be motivated to make an active choice about how to progress. In 
this way, the date label becomes a means of managing consumption. 
This is expressed by the managers in articulations of tacitly referring to 
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the NFA and how they (i.e. the corporations) are themselves objects of 
control: 

It’s [the date label] the one everybody looks at; it’s well known to be there. That 
is, it is the key to our business. We always have to be able to..., we are certified..., 
if the authorities..., they can possibly take with them a [product] package and say, 
‘I’ve got this best before date on this X [product brand], let me see the data’. 
How has it been processed, can you show that the pasteurization has worked and 
so on. So it’s tremendously important (Senior production manager, Corporation 
A). 

As this manager expresses it, the control of food safety (i.e. the shaping 
of the corporation into a safe environment for consumers) is important 
because "the authorities" may arrive unannounced, demanding docu-
mentation. Indeed, for the managers in the present study, the self-
control programs can be described as a struggle to accommodate the 
NFA that is always present in various forms. For the following multina-
tional meat producer, the NFA is constantly monitoring the factory by 
gathering data on various elements in the production process. The man-
ager seems to be reluctant to NFA regulations by speaking about them as 
over-controlling. 

Carl: The NFA, what exactly do they regulate? 
 
Manager: Food safety. 
 
Carl: Yes, but you’ve got a self-regulation program, right? They’re interested in 
that right? 
 
Manager: Well, I mean, that’s how it should be. But they’ve got a mandate to 
stop products or production, or order whatever they want..., they can do that. 
 
Carl: How does it work, can they knock on the door at any time? 
 
Manager: No, no. We are one of NFA’s largest contractors; we pay millions eve-
ry year to them in control fees. So we’ve got in our factory in [city] five vets, 
nineteen assistants to these vets and they are hired by us from early morning to 
evening and the NFA employs them. And then there are as many in our factory 
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in [city], and the same in [city]. They are always present, always. [...] They’re there 
everyday. They check..., they check how we conduct our cleaning, temperature 
control, everything. It gets worse and worse (Senior production manager, Corpo-
ration I). 

As this quote illustrates, managers struggle with the detailed interest by 
NFA in the manufacturing process by cynical expressions. As in the ex-
ample above, managers often direct their cynicism toward the NFA's 
rigorous monitoring of seemingly mundane practices of cleaning, tem-
perature control, etc. They might not actually be able to dispute the de-
mands enforced on them by the NFA and, for example, not allow the 
NFA to monitor production. However, albeit conforming to the de-
mands put on them, through the use of derisive expressions about the 
NFA, the managers are able to cope with being controlled. 
 
 Retailers are objects of rigorous control by the state concerning the 
ways they handle food in the stores. Date labels visually communicate to 
external parties in a store how well it manages the products. A good 
store is a store without ‘bad dates’, i.e. dates approaching or already hav-
ing passed best before. In occasions when stores offer these products 
with bad dates at a sizable discount, merchants state they will attract 
'unattractive customers' only interested into waiting out a lower price. It 
is therefore not as profitable or motivating to lower the prices on these 
products as disposing of them as waste. 
 
 The focus on control represents a tendency of the market to centralize 
control back to the manufacturers and state. For instance, retailers are no 
longer able to value a meat product in the store as it approaches its use-
by date and put it out for sale again, but has to send it for analysis to 
have it judged by scientific methods approved by the state. 
 
 In managers’ expressions concerning this control, they refer to the 
self-regulation programs they are forced to maintain. To be active in the 
market, i.e. to operate a grocery store in Sweden, every store manager is 
forced by law, enacted by the NFA and the particular municipal the store 
is situated in, to implement and follow a self-regulation program for 
handling human edibles. Managers often experience these programs 
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more rigorous today and they articulate concern over this through using 
comparative metaphors concerning the present and the past. For exam-
ple, for this following merchant, before regulations were a matter in 
which an external agency (i.e. the NFA or an municipal officer) unex-
pectedly visited the store and looked for dirt and/or the quality of the 
food sold there, but today self-control has been more integrated into 
internal operations. As illustrated by this quote by a manager, a merchant 
operating large superstore in the Stockholm area. 

In order to have a permit to sell food, one has to have a working self-control 
program. And if one opens up a new store, one has to describe ‘what the hell will 
I do’, and what product flows will I have, and that’s something one [of course] 
has control over [...] I mean, self-control programs has probably existed for a 
long time, I suppose, the question of food quality, and health and all those 
things. These things have become very important, and regulated. I mean, it’s not 
many years ago that the only thing one did was to control which meat one pack-
aged, because of the Mad cow decease and those kinds of things. Then there 
were the reference numbers. Before that, one probably did not do that much. 
But I shouldn’t say anything, but I don’t think one did so much back then be-
cause one did not have to. And there was no self-control because the control was 
conducted by the NFA’s inspectors (Merchant, Superstore I). 

As this manager puts it, “things weren’t done before because one didn’t 
need to do things”. This statement implies that control today is often 
conducted for its own sake. As this manager explains, the task facing the 
contemporary food retail manager involves maintaining a system of con-
trol rather than a system under control. 

But it is not like that today. There are higher demands and it’s the same with..., 
when it comes to the self-control, then it is the store which is..., I mean it’s a very 
encapsulating program we have today (Merchant, Superstore E). 

A central area in which maintenance of a system of control becomes 
relevant is how the system absorbs and reformulates the ways that food 
products become objects of commercial use. In their comparisons be-
tween ‘now’ and ‘then’, this often is referred to as how one possesses 



 98 

knowledge about the food products up for sale but which one is not 
allowed to implement and use in order to sell. Thus, managers feel con-
strained by the system. The following passage from an interview with a 
merchant illustrates this point: 

Merchant: Then there can be, I mean meat, let’s say we have a sirloin that is real-
ly tender, let’s say it expires today, and it’s vacuumed packaged, it’s completely 
flawless. I can guarantee it, I could have it in my fridge for, well... 
 
Carl: For several weeks maybe? 
 
Merchant: Yes, for several weeks, a month, it will only get better. 
 
Carl: The meat gets further tenderized. 
 
Merchant: It will only get better, but we cannot have it in the store, because we 
are not allowed... 
 
Carl: Because of...? 
 
Merchant: Well, it is because a date has been decided. And if the environmental 
or health inspector would find out, then we would be in trouble. It cannot be 
there (Merchant, Superstore E). 

As this passage illustrates, this manager refers to how self-control pro-
grams influence more and more aspects of how they organize logistics in 
their stores, and consequently, the space in which consumers come to 
engage with food as a particular commercial object produced to be con-
sumed by the body. As experts in their respective areas (e.g. charcutiers), 
retailers and their employees are frustrated that they are not allowed to 
re-label products, even though they know with their bodily senses that 
the product is still fresh. Similarly, another merchant expressed concern 
over the different instances of external control intervening on the mar-
ket. 
 

And I’ve got Anticimex performing controls and documenting that I follow 
guidelines. And it is kind of normal I think that one has these three, two or three 
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[control instances]... It’s arbitrary because we have different rules. The documen-
tation [the control] becomes a standard, a measurement of how good we are, and 
‘this is how it should be’. 
 
 Then one might get an AB or a C, or something. Because it becomes kind of 
odd to pay someone to, who will be my ‘friend’, who will help me put out 
mousetraps or something [...]it’s no good (Merchant, Superstore I). 

Experiencing what this manager refers to as three external instances su-
pervising him in his work with the grocery store’s internal self-control 
program, this passage is illustrates how a manager expresses resentment 
toward not being trusted by the system. Not being trusted and having to 
deal with constant supervision over the internal processes of control 
means that the quality of such control decreases as retailers, through 
more or less cynical statements, ‘distance’ themselves from the processes 
they practice.  
 
Similarly, in his disparaging remarks, the following store manager ex-
plains how he feels constrained, “not being able to do things”, such as 
unpacking and considering products for further sales when use-by dates 
approach. But he also cynically refers to the waste generated by his store 
as a result of the control: a consequence of the system he himself and his 
store are a part of maintaining. 

I would have been able to do a lot, so, but because it..., so it’s like this, if it says 
that the best before date has expired, then it goes in the bin. If we haven’t done 
anything before the date, you can do certain things, open it up and refine it, be-
fore the date has expired. But you can never state that it is..., you cannot extend 
the time just because you refined it, it’s still the same date. And that’s, well, that’s 
completely insane. I mean, I’m telling you, you would have passed out if you saw 
how much we throw away in a superstore like this (Store manager, Superstore C). 

Indeed, retail managers often discuss the topic of food waste in reference 
to self-control programs and open dating as an instrument of such pro-
grams. Referring to how he and his employees dispose of large amounts 
of food as waste every day because they are not allowed to refine prod-
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ucts and re-label them, or decide for themselves if products are of quality 
to sell to consumers, the manager of this store expresses frustration.  

Then it’s like this, much of what is thrown away is completely flawless. It’s a 
damn wastage [...] Yes, but I mean then, then we are not allowed to have it. I 
know for sure nothing is wrong with it [the food] but the system is constructed 
the way that..., it used to be like this, I know when I started this business, then if 
something was expired, let’s say a date or something like that, or re-packaging, 
then it was supposed to be valued by an educated employee. But that’s not al-
lowed anymore (Merchant, Superstore E). 

Notably, the self-control programs are implemented and enacted by the 
retailers, with external forces merely supervising that they follow proto-
col. Thus, the frustration of the managers often emerges together with 
positive statements about how “easy” things work in the programs. 
Commonly, in today’s modern grocery store, the enactment of the pro-
grams is automatic and computerized, which makes the level of control 
more detailed and efficient. However, it is not without cynicism manag-
ers refer to these things. 

Then again, one can think that one is picking at the small things which one can..., 
if I was a health inspector, then I would, then I would know what to look at. I 
would look at the handling of food, storage, I mean these common-sense things, 
and how they work. But you can pick on things because it, well, you can get a 
notice on the smallest thing. It can be a crappy thing that one thinks is, like, well, 
common, notice on something real (Merchant, Superstore E)... 

Managers often express resentment toward the control officer’s observa-
tions, which are often seen as over the top and more detailed than neces-
sary. This is a form of discursive resistance that works by distancing 
managers from the non-discursive practices they conform to and which 
often result in further resentment. Similarly, this manager, having worked 
in the market his whole life, expresses resistance by looking back on how 
it used to be when working with food: 
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I understand that there has to be rules, we follow them head on. But you stand 
there sometimes and you’re like..., well, nothing is wrong with it [the product] 
but we have to throw it away. And that’s insane. And people don’t understand, 
they don’t understand how much food we throw away only because of these 
things. And I’ve been working in a food store since I was 13 years old. I know 
when I was that age I was sometimes allowed to help with packing meat. And I 
got to help with..., and then I was educated as, or worked with meat cutting and 
those kinds of things, and it was the same. It was..., then it was him, he who was 
the boss, he took the products in his hands and [he smells his hands], felt it and 
smelled it, you know, and it looked good and so on. And then you put it out for 
sales again (Store manager, Superstore C). 

As this quote illustrates, in his expressions about how his store disposes 
of products as best before-dates approaches, this store manager romanti-
cizes the past by referring to the ‘freedom’ of how it used to be to run a 
grocery store. Back then (although not that long ago), retailers were al-
lowed to make their own decisions concerning a product’s expiration 
date. He often referred to contemporary food safety rules and regula-
tions governing these kinds of things, which 'we follow head on', alt-
hough it feels 'insane'. However, it seems the cost of deviating from the 
'rules' is too large, and he has no choice but to conform. 

No, because then it spreads that if my neighbor is so good, and he throws away 
everything, then I have to do the same (Store manager, Superstore C). 

Therefore, avoiding a ‘bad reputation’, this manager is left with what he 
expresses to be no choice but to conform to the rules and thus discard 
products approaching a best before date. Another interesting example of 
this resistance is illustrated by a product manager who expresses cyni-
cism toward wasting products that he never would have thrown away 
because of the dates: 

It has some revolutionary aspect to it, you know? One literally feels sick about 
wasting food in that condition. I’ve been working for so long by now, so I know, 
like thirty-five years ago or something like that, when we worked with manual ar-
rangements. Then there was no such thing as bad dates, but one made a personal 
call, one counted backwards so to speak. If something was left when you closed 
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on Saturday, and you were closed on Sunday, and then you opened on Monday 
again and it was still really good, then you sold it, no doubt. There was nothing 
to it. But you are not allowed to sell something that is bad. We have deprived 
ourselves in retailing of that responsibility so to speak (Product manager, Super-
store D). 

As this quote illustrates, managers may refer to the process of removing 
products they value as being fresh through their own bodily senses, but 
that have ‘bad dates’, as a self-made deprivation of responsibility from 
his and his store’s side. 
 
 Similarly, ever since the damaged image on the ICA brand from the 
minced meat scandal in 2007, the focus on maintaining control over la-
beling processes and food disposal management has increased among 
retailers. The scandal concerned several aspects of meat handling by 
store employees; however, it involved merchants trying to keep products 
up for sale longer than allowed by the law and rules regulating the dates. 
One aspect of the meat handling involved how products approaching 
their use by dates (meat is not labeled with best before dates) were rela-
beled with new dates in order to keep them up for sale a while longer, 
which is against the law. According to the store employees, the meat was 
still of good quality: only the label was 'old'. This was perceived by the 
Swedish television show filming the incidents with a hidden camera as 
highly immoral behavior, and the media and public opinion agreed. It 
should also be mentioned that as in the re-labeling process, the camera 
showed how some meat was dropped on the floor by mistake and then 
picked up and put back into new packages. Not long ago, however, this 
kind of relabeling of meat was routine for most merchants. 
 
 Remembering the minced meat scandal, the following manager recalls 
that the debate in the media was entirely focused on the relabeling activi-
ty in itself and specific instances (e.g. a piece of meat picked from the 
floor and packaging it). The fact often raised in other media debates that 
food is often wasted because of the date labels was never mentioned, he 
recalls.  
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No, but it’s a fear of being..., well, it is wrong, one doesn’t do that. But every-
body has done it at some point, in some way. But I say, well, I could have..., here 
one could have done the same [...] I cannot go outside the frames that are there. 
Because then it would be a crime, so. So, therefore, I’ve been very, now, one 
should not say that we do good here, but sure I’ve lived in this, and I think it’s 
only when one..., when one sees how much is thrown away, well, you couldn’t 
imagine (Store manager, Superstore C). 

This store manager is afraid to say the ‘wrong things’, things that could 
damage his reputation. Implicitly, he hints that relabeling can be good, 
but he knows a statement like that could cause him a lot of problems. 
 
 In addition to tracing products in the market, managers view date 
labels as crucial to the self-control process; i.e. crucial to the control of 
the control. As one of the above managers said, a producer “always has 
to be able to” account for production processes in details; how a certain 
product is processed at an exact moment in time. The NFA demands a 
detailed level of documentation in corporations' self-regulation pro-
grams. Consequently, managers have often described how they have 
facilitate such demands by developing new, specific practices of docu-
mentation and self-control to increase safety beyond NFA guidelines. 
 
 Managers recreate consumerism through their struggle with regulatory 
demands. Indeed, they express concern, frustration and cynicism. More-
over, the managers express resentfulness towards not being allowed to 
utilize their bodily senses in valuing food quality and safety. In so doing, 
managers are able to cope with consumerism through their organization-
al efforts of accounting for consumers at risk. 

Enhancing control by making food safer for the consumer 

As previously illustrated, food manufacturers are objects of rigorous 
forms of control enforced upon them by the NFA. Suggested by the 
managerial statements, this gives rise to minute forms of control proce-
dures, i.e. internal activities of the organization in order to control the 
outcome from people consuming the products supplied. Previously, I 
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showed how one shape of this consumerism bears on the organization 
from outside and from the NFA placing demands on the corporation. 
However, another shape of consumerism coming to expression concerns 
how the corporation may facilitate these demands into even higher 
standards bearing on the corporation. Of course, there is a fine line be-
tween the two sub-themes; however, whereas the former makes itself 
present in rather explicit articulations denoting coercion, coming to ex-
pression in various forms of discursive resent, the latter is found in 
statements in which managers view themselves as 'innovative' and crea-
tive with respect to managing consumer risk. That is to say, whereas the 
former relates to how the corporation is the object of consumerism, the 
latter relates to how the corporation is made subject of consumerism, 
managers embracing consumerism, enhancing it by facilitating control 
within the organization seeking to make food safer for consumers. 
 
 For example, the labeling procedure itself has become an object of 
organization and corporations work with this in order to increase safety, 
securing that it is also safe and correct (i.e. that the right date is labeled 
on the right product in the right way). This production manager explains: 

We try to secure our own labeling to the greatest extent possible and conduct 
controls. We have everyday at our production facilities a controller who controls 
what it says right on the label, it still goes wrong, almost every week. But he has 
as a task to check the date, the package date and best before date, that they are 
correct and they have this dummy to look at; that this product should have this 
and this [date] and that it is correct (Senior production manager, Corporation I). 

As we see here, although there are employees working exclusively with 
the monitoring of labeling in which labels put on products are compared 
with dummies containing the shelf lives they are supposed to have, 
things “go wrong almost on a weekly basis”. 
 
  For the managers, this 'other form' of response to consumerism of-
ten translates into practices in which the corporation seeks to make itself 
safer for the consumer. In other words, it is not enough to be safe for 
consumers, but rather the organization actively needs to work with mak-
ing itself safer. 
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 The following production manager describes how the focus on con-
trol for increased consumer food safety continuously increases, where it 
has gone from an environment in which food safety was based on indi-
vidual opinions of professionals within the organization to an environ-
ment in which such individual opinions are no longer considered ade-
quate. 

Now one assumes that everything should be 100% safe and one wants to be 
100% sure on it, one wants..., one wants to be sure. And at the same time things 
have gone large-scale so that where it used to be enough to make individual 
judgments and estimations, then it might have mattered for a scale of a small 
store, a small business. And then, if a hundred packages and one [product] was 
bad, then you saw it. But now, if one was to apply the same individual judgment 
and there are thousands of articles, then we will not have one out of a hundred 
but two hundred out of a thousand. The scales become larger and the conse-
quences and the spread. And then one wants to be surer, then individual opin-
ions are no good anymore. The fingertip sensitivity is no good (Senior produc-
tion manager, Corporation B). 

As this manager explains, the consequences from something ‘bad’ hap-
pening are so much greater in numbers these days and ‘safe food’ is no 
longer something society strives for; rather, it is something assumed. 
Through the use of articulations emphasizing the consequences from 
something 'bad' happening, this manager gives an illustration to a more 
'radical' form of consumer management. Consumer safety cannot be 
something associated merely with individual expertise ("fingertip sensi-
tivity") Instead, it has to be founded in something more than that. Simi-
larly, educated store personnel are no longer allowed to use their own 
professional expertise in making decisions about products. For example, 
retailers are not allowed to re-label products on their own with new dates 
because they are no longer trusted by the industry to do so. In the fol-
lowing quote, a production manager at a food manufacturer is ques-
tioned about this subject. 

Carl: From a safety aspect it has to be good to have the control, but what about 
the professionals working the superstores, with their expertise in, for example, 
meat? 
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Manger: There are no more professionals like that (Senior production manager, 
Corporation I). 

As this quote illustrates, the concern with consumers getting sick from 
bad products is clearly expressed in the manufacturers’ hard feelings to-
ward retailers. Thus, manufacturers that are afraid of consumers getting 
sick from eating their branded products seek to enforce control over 
retailers. Industry guidelines not allowing retailers to re-label pre-packed 
products are an example of this control. Such a control mechanism gives 
rise to internal struggles. The following merchant discusses in an abusing 
manner about not being allowed to make decisions concerning whether 
products are safe enough to be re-labeled and put for further sale to con-
sumers. 

And there’s a trace of something right about this. I mean, there are several caus-
es, some causes, that we have to send it [a food product] to the lab and make..., 
and one cannot do that with individual products. But to be able to secure this, 
then one has to be able to say, that if I, now I do not handle meat here in such a 
way, but if I, for example, take a product, disjoint it, label it with a date and then 
two days later I [want to] label it with two more days then I have to send it in [to 
the lab] to have it valued to last two more days. [...] And then there is someone 
who has been thinking ‘those [retailers], they do not get anything, it’s best we put 
up some rules so things get done the right way’ (Merchant, Superstore G). 

Below, a manufacturing manager expresses concern about consumers 
and that the organization cannot settle with labeling products with dates 
reflecting the 'real' shelf life, as tested by the staff of the corporation’s 
production unit. Instead, the corporation has to have margins to be on 
the safe side. In this case, the margin is set to 25% (or six months).  

...and then one shall have a good security margin on it, so you take away x 
amounts, so let’s say it [the product] will be fine for twenty-four mouths, then 
you put eighteen instead, only to guarantee that one has a good safety margin 
(Senior marketing manager, Corporation F). 
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As suggested by this manager, the 'real' shelf life of the product is not 
safe enough to account for the possible consequences of the product 
being consumed too late. As a result, if this product was to be consumed 
(i.e. used or disposed of) strictly because of the date label, either by a 
retailer disposing of it as an unsold product or by a consumer using the 
product due to expiration (or throwing them away), the food is prema-
turely disposed of. Similarly, the following manager describes how date 
labeling can never reflect 'the real' microbiological development of the 
product, but has to account for more consumer safety.  

Concerning the microbiological development of the product, it has to be safe for 
the consumer who buys the food. Therefore, we cannot set the best before date 
at the occasion when the product has reached its climax in number of bacteria, 
but has to have a margin (Senior production manager, Corporation A). 

The above quote illustrates how the organizational activities, as ex-
pressed through the coherent views of the manager, involve a fundamen-
tal uncertainty ascribed to the consumer. In the case of labeling practices, 
date labels are shortened to account for this uncertainty. Consumers 
cannot be trusted with the 'real dates' because consumers may make the 
wrong choices by consuming the products too late.  

If we know that a product goes bad after twenty-four months, then it’s stupid to 
say it lasts for twenty-four months. 50 % of the cases will find a bad product 
maybe after twenty-four months. It’s not tactic to use such duration (Senior cus-
tomer marketing manager, Corporation F).  

Similarly, the managers of the retailing corporations also illustrate con-
sumer uncertainty in their discussions about the control enacted by 
them. 

I mean, I’m totally in the clear, and I’ve agreed upon the control unit we have 
today, it shall be here and it shall live on. And the self-control we conduct on the 
stores has to be allowed to exist. If it was not there, as a consumer you would 
feel an incredible uncertainty. Have they re-packaged, or have they not. I mean, 
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you would have so many cases, and you would get so many cases of bacteria that 
would spread among our consumers, people would get sick from it (Store man-
ager, Superstore A). 

This manager refers to their control practices as something for the good 
of the consumer. According to the manager above, without it, consum-
ers "would feel an incredible uncertainty". Moreover, the possibility of 
people actually getting sick would be increased. 
 
 In a different way, this organizational appreciation of control is also 
expressed in terms of a rationality of management concerning the em-
ployees meeting the customer. In the case with the retailers, managers 
mention how they have to educate the staff so that the store atmosphere 
corresponds with the principles of the store (i.e. in line with the self-
regulation program). For the following merchant, it is an integral com-
ponent of daily store cleaning procedures to keep reminding employees 
about these things. 

And then there is, we have the business concept that we want things..., I mean it 
should be nice and clean [sv. fräscht], and there cannot be any bad products, and 
you drill it into employees, then for sure..., it’s cleaned and it's nice and so on 
(Merchant, Superstore E). 

Keeping the store looking clean and fresh, as one manager put it, means 
placing higher demands on their own routines than the demands of oth-
ers, such as those placed on them by the NFA. Thus, the retail manager's 
articulations often illustrate a growing emphasis on fine-tuning the de-
tails of the efforts put into the control procedures meant to increase 
consumer safety. Notably, retail managers develop techniques organizing 
such work (e.g. circulating in the stores actively talking and reminding 
the employees that they deal with other people's food). 

And we talk a lot in our store, talk about us dealing with other peoples’ food, it 
places high demands on us. The Government has demands on us that we 
should..., reach certain goals that they put up and so on. And we ourselves have 
even higher demands. We usually think like this: whoever should whenever be 
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able to enter the store and look in our refrigerators and behind where we work 
without us having to be ashamed of anything. So we keep order, clean and fresh 
[sv. fräsch], and clean and nice (Product manager, Superstore D). 

As this quotation illustrates, the retail managers organize consumerism 
by encouraging the employees to embrace the demands put on them by 
the NFA and place even higher demands on themselves in their work. 
Moreover, employees are encouraged to think about the products not 
merely as 'products' but as "other people's food". In this way, a specific 
form of consumerism is expressed in retail managers' attempts of having 
the staff personnel think about themselves as consumers. 

Assuming a consumer perspective 

Another example of how consumerism intervenes in the market through 
the organizations can be illustrated by managers' views describing how 
they work to make the corporation safer for consumers than necessarily 
demanded by the NFA. In particular, managers tend to refer to them-
selves as consumers, rather than as part of an organization in their com-
ments about food safety. The managers of the present study, in fact, 
often see themselves as consumers in rationalizing about their products 
in the market. The quotation below shows how a product quality manag-
er at a multinational meat producer expresses concern about risks associ-
ated with consumers becoming sick from eating bad meat. 

Manager: Take a corporation like X [meat packing factory] in X [place in Swe-
den], how many consumers do they reach out to through their production lines? 
How many dishes, how many consumers eat their food, which they have done in 
one day? It used to be local manufacturers, [but] it is such a spread today. There 
are new bacteria, V-tech did not exist, and you had not heard about the Mad cow 
decease twenty years ago, it did not exist when I started this business. There are a 
lot of new risk factors that one has to take care of which one has to secure one-
self from. 
 
Carl: Is this the core, so to say, in your work with safety today? That the risk fac-
tors are intensifying? 
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Manager: Yes, and because of the consciousness, that is, the more and more in-
dustrialized, you get more spread to it, it’s larger risks today. At the same time it 
is more secure because we have better techniques and..., so it’s a mishmash. It’s 
hard to say but I believe one’s consciousness is high and you place such high 
demands today on the safety [of things], it’s almost no one anymore who drinks 
unpasteurized milk. I mean, I look at myself, for example, I stopped buying cold 
smoked sausage. It’s only because I know that it is not heated so there might be 
V-tech bacteria inside it. Then I know that I will not choose it, I don’t want to 
eat it so the question is if it will exist in ten years if there are more like me (Senior 
production manager, Corporation I)? 

This product quality manager expresses her concern for the risk of con-
suming harmful bacteria in products in today’s market. On several occa-
sions the manager refers to her private self as a consumer in order to 
illustrate the impact of the risks: if "I" will not risk eating it, "others" will 
not have to risk it either. 
 
Similarly, the following manager talks about consumer safety by using ‘per-
sonal’ reflections about the food products manufactured. On several 
occasions, he emphasizes his views as personal thoughts and ideas as a 
'private self' (i.e. as a consumer). Thus, this manager uses himself and his 
role as a consumer in his reasoning about organizational decisions: if I 
am personally ok with it, so are the others, and vice versa. 

Of course it’s about what you ‘put’ into the product – because one is able to ex-
tend product durations by a long period. And is a product better because it has 
got a short duration and does not contain additives? Personally, I’m not sure. 
The reason is that all our ingredients are tested and well documented when we 
use them, and this makes them safe. The question is, could we have products 
with shorter dates and make consumers believe that the products are better? In 
the categories we’re playing in no, I don’t think so. Then again, and this is a per-
sonal reaction, well... it’s something fishy with a green apple still green after three 
weeks. Then there’s something that doesn’t add up, everyone knows that an ap-
ple deteriorates (Customer marketing director, Corporation J). 

As this quote illustrates, in producing the food that we as the consumers 
put on our plates, manufacturers often organize production from the 
perspective of the consumer. In referring to themselves as consumers, 
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managers not only illustrate a heavy customer orientation but also 
demonstrate that consumerism is very much part of the organization. It 
needs to be stressed that it is difficult to draw a distinction between 
where managers cease to be a manager and where they ‘are’ a consumer. 
However, by implying such a difference in their articulations, managers 
are able to ‘distance’ themselves from their roles as managers. Moreover, 
they are able to 'switch' back and forth between being a manager and 
being a consumer and thus can incorporate the notion of 'the consumer' 
more substantially within the organization. 

One takes the newest one [food product], I do so myself as well. The consumer 
wants the freshest. Of course, one stands in the shelves and looks for the one 
with the best date. It was only yesterday I stood and looked and was thinking ‘are 
there no newer ones? Well, then I have to settle with this’. That’s how I always 
do (Senior production manager, Corporation G). 

As in this example, managers are to some extent assuming the roles of 
consumers, i.e. they think and act like consumers in the organizing activi-
ties. This consumerism thus organizes how managers look upon them-
selves and their roles in relation to consumers. In the examples above, 
the managers not only organize as managers, but they also organize as 
professional consumers. As such, they manage consumers at risk by re-
producing a view of the consumer that is based on themselves and their 
professional risk perceptions. Not only are consumers seen as being at risk, 
moreover, they are actively turned into risks in managers' professional 
perspectives of seeking out new risks. 

Making the corporation safe by managing consumers as risks 

For the managers, people are not only organized as consumers at risk, 
they are also turned into risks and managed as risks in order to protect 
the reputation of the corporation. This second theme is also related to an 
organizational focus on consumer safety but emphasizes another aspect 
of the corporation focusing on consumer safety. Whereas the former 
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theme highlighted the fundamental concern with the physical condition 
of consumers embedded in consumerism, this second these emphasizes 
how such focus facilitates this concern as reputation management. 
 
 As previously mentioned, in late 2007 the Swedish large-scale food 
retail chain ICA suffered a major media scandal in which four independ-
ent merchants and their staffs were caught on hidden camera re-labeling 
packages of minced meat with new use-by dates. As popular and critical 
Swedish national television show ‘Uppdrag granskning’, starring Janne 
Josefsson, showed the television viewers how employees at ICA opened 
up packages, repackaged them with ‘new’ dates and put them on sale 
again. This show led to a public debate that still echoes four year later in 
the media. Reactions from the public and government were harsh. The 
Swedish newspaper, Aftonbladet, quoted Eskild Erlandsson, the 2007 
Swedish minister of agriculture, concerning this event.  

The dates cannot and should not be altered… I’m surprised what has happened. 
We have a tough legislation and I expect everyone to follow the rules so that 
consumers can feel safe (Eskild Erlandsson in Aftonbladet, 2007). 

Changing the date labels was illegal and many parties were upset, as indi-
cated by the media debate. ICA had transgressed the borders of proper 
conduct related to food handling: that one should not re-label products 
no matter whether the products are edible or not. They had violated the 
law. 
 
 It did not matter if the re-labeled minced meat was really bad or not in 
that this was not the crux of the discussions. What was of utmost con-
cern was the fact that the merchants were deliberately trying to fool con-
sumers.  
 
 The Minced Meat Scandal illustrates how consumers can become risks 
for corporations struggling with contemporary regulations. In this specif-
ic case, the ICA merchants caught on hidden camera with relabeling 
products went against the law that clearly states that retailers are not al-
lowed to re-label products with use-by dates. Moreover, they had han-
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dled the meat in unacceptable manner in terms of hygiene, dropping 
some of the meat on the floor and picking it up again. 
 
 For the participants of the present study it is, however, important to 
seek to control consumption to the greatest extent possible by organiza-
tional means. This can be illustrated by following a marketing manager 
describing how they use date labels on its products to control consump-
tion at a distance. 

So, I mean, it’s more about ensuring that people will eat our products the way we 
want them to, the way it’s supposed to be consumed (Senior customer marketing 
manager, Corporation F). 

Although state consumerism fundamentally involves concern with the 
health of consumers, it often translates into reputation management in 
terms of the corporation. There is a fine line between these two themes. 
On the one hand, this theme of consumer food safety is secondary to the 
former these. The goal is always to secure the consumer experience of 
the product, which means securing the production and management of 
the products so that people do not consume products that may be harm-
ful. 

You understand, it’s not easy. We don’t want products out there [in the market] 
if it feels it’s not okay for us, ‘it’s not this we want the customer to experience’. 
But we want products as new and nice [sv. fräscha] as possible, And that’s how 
we’ve organized ourselves, the new organization goes hand in hand with product 
quality and economy (Senior production manager, Corporation G). 

On the other hand, managers refer to organizing activities in certain ways 
that, of course, may vary, especially in a commercial context such as the 
food market. This theme therefore underscores the fact that the con-
sumer may not be safe in consuming products. However, as such, the 
consumer is also inevitably not safe for the organization and its commer-
cial reputation in the market. In this respect, the former cannot be sepa-
rated from the latter. In the citation below, a product manager at a su-
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perstore explains by showing how date labels on products help in man-
aging their logistics of products in the store. 

We don’t have 100% control of the products, so to say, it just shows up in our 
store. And we do not know where it’s been, and how long it’s been there before 
it arrives here. So it’s [the date labels] a form of safety. It’s [the date labels] secu-
rity for us as well, so that we can see when the hell this product is produced, so 
to speak. Because it is we who are... It’s we who are responsible and stand an-
swerable to the customer and even though..., but if the product is not good, 
then, what’s it called, the manufacturer is held responsible. But it is our store that 
becomes embarrassed (Product manager, Superstore D). 

As the quote demonstrates, date labels and the consumerism it repre-
sents are not only referred to as a protection of the consumer but also as 
a protection of the corporation. Labels become a means to manage repu-
tation and through the date labels corporations are able to use consumer-
ism in managing and protecting their reputation in the market. 

Protecting the corporation by disposing of products as waste 

The managers are very careful in pointing out that their products seldom 
become dangerous for consumers in the market when the best before 
dates expire, but that most of such products only lose their sensory at-
tributes: texture, taste, color, smell, etc. Of course, this depends on the 
product category, a product may, for example, start tasting bad without 
actually being harmful to the consumer’s health. In this sense, date labels 
help corporations protect themselves and build legitimacy in the market 
by disposing of products that may harm either the consumer or the cor-
poration/product brand. 
 
 Food labeling, and especially best before-dates, constitute one of the 
primary means through which corporations are able communicate to 
consumers not only that the quality of the food products is good but also 
that the manufacturing and selling of the products are legitimate in the 
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sense that they are in control. In the citation below a senior customer 
marketing manager explains this attitude.  

No, and that is why it’s important for us to see to it that the products reach the 
consumer fast so that as much as possible of the best before dates are still there. 
And I assume that’s why our customers [the retailers] do what they do when they 
give us guidelines and demands for how much of the duration should still be 
there when the product reaches them. It’s because they want the products to be 
as fresh [sv. fräscha] as possible as the quality of the products will mirror how 
the store works and so on. So, of course it’s very important to us, we want to 
launch products with fast turnovers. I mean, if you have products with fast turn-
overs you would not have to deal with problems like duration and freshness, I 
mean, there’s nothing to it. If you launch a ’shelf-heater’ [sv. hyllvärmare], then 
you’ve got problems when the consumer finds a crappy cookie at home and so 
on. So, I mean, of course we think about it, a shelf-heater will not earn you a 
buck compared to one that is used faster, that’s how it’s for sure (Senior custom-
er marketing manager, Corporation F). 

In this way, date labels influence a corporation’s reputation in the mar-
ket, which is an important aspect of why it has become so important for 
grocery stores to circulate goods in an effective and continuous manner. 
In managers’ comments about food safety, the date label is referred to as 
a means to control such that the products are consumed in a way in 
which the consumer experience is secured. Consumers should never 
have to be disappointed with a product or feel deceived. From this per-
spective, the corporation is legitimate as long as consumers have positive 
experiences after consuming its products. This senior customer market-
ing manager explains: 

You see the kind of affect it has sometimes if we, against the odds, do something 
wrong in production and label it wrong with the best before date. Then we take 
it all back from the market. Not because it’s dangerous, but because we don’t 
want to risk someone eating this product. Those decisions are made to protect 
the brand, and it is then that the sales- and marketing department comes to us 
and says: you have to do something, it will damage consumers’ and our custom-
ers’ conceptions about our products (Senior customer marketing manager, Cor-
poration F). 
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The consumerism articulated by the manager facilitates a concern with 
the product or the corporate brand and reputation: 'the product is not 
dangerous for the consumer, but we cannot risk him or her eating it'. If 
the wrong best before date is labeled on a product, for example, and a 
consumer eats that particular product, it is not necessarily dangerous for 
the consumer. However, the consumer may of course be upset or irritat-
ed by the experience if the product's texture or taste has gone bad. This 
type of a circumstance has to be avoided at all costs. The following cus-
tomer marketing director uses a similar line of reasoning: 

Above all, it [the date label] is an important aspect of our internal processes upon 
deciding if we can sell the products or not. Which is the expiration date, which is 
the best before date, are these products of reasonable quality? [...] It’s up to us 
that we don’t sell the products before, or, I mean, too close to the date, and that 
the products are delivered in time. And why is this important to us, I would even 
say super important? Well, would you buy a sour package of butter in a store 
from us? It would influence the brand in a negative way (Customer marketing di-
rector, Corporation J) 

As a result, neither the manufacturers nor the retailers want products in 
the market with best before dates approaching or having passed. Both 
manufacturers and retailers therefore learn to adjust and organize their 
logistics in relation to the date labels. Food has to be ordered in particu-
lar ways and carefully disposed of in time before consumers perceive 
products as old. For example, this manager of a large superstore looks at 
date labels as a matter associated with the planning of purchases. Date 
labels, as he expresses it, influence what, where and when something can 
be sold to customers and thus how much the store should order. 

Date labeling is the factor that makes..., concerns my whole operation. I mean, 
it’s planning, so I have to be really careful with my planning, both when it comes 
to who’s working when, and who has the competence needed to place a certain 
order. That..., that one gets deliveries in time, that as well. I mean, all depart-
ments are depending on the date one-way or the other (Store manager, Super-
store C). 
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As this manager expresses it, one has to be “really careful” with the 
planning of the date labels so that items are consumed in a timely order. 
Date labels are an essential component of the modern retail process and 
it would be impossible to run a grocery store this size without continu-
ously taking this into consideration. The manager describes the im-
portance of date labels to the food retail process by his repeated refer-
ence to the customers and what customers say and do. Almost every 
customer, he stresses, looks at date labels, which is why his store is large-
ly organized based on that fact. 
 
 Like the manufacturers, retailers express concern over consumer safe-
ty in their thinking about open dating as a particular type of consumer 
educational phenomenon. However, compared to the manufacturers, 
retailers are more exclusively focused on how these dates, through their 
informative character, make consumers perceive their organizations 
among competitors in the market. 

No, I mean, date labeling is really good in that it creates a sense of safety. Be-
cause all we want is for consumers to feel safe all the time. So it’s important to 
be able to project this feeling of safety onto customers (Merchant, Superstore G). 

Thus, employees working in retail stores are commonly encouraged to 
keep on reminding themselves of the date labels. Similarly, the merchant 
goes on to explain that… 

You cannot misbehave. Well, there’s no law, they will not throw me in jail or 
shut down my store. But it becomes a quality stamp that may very well go down 
the drain if we were to get a bad reputation. You can ascribe yourself a reputa-
tion due to various things, but this is definitely one of those things you don’t 
want people to think you misbehave (Merchant, Superstore F). 

As this merchant gives expression to, date labels help project an atmos-
phere of safety in the store and positive control. Repeatedly in the data, 
retailers refer to the date labels as something helping consumers to make 
the right choices: safe for retailers and for consumers. The merchants 
also note that you cannot misbehave as a retailer in terms of organizing 
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logistics in relation to the dates. By referring to customers’ use of date 
labels in their consumption practices, retailers are tend to act convinced 
that it serves a good purpose regarding their consumers. Without date 
labels, consumers would become confused and start wondering how to 
choose: 

I think it’s in the back of the head of people, that you trust..., I mean, you’ve 
got..., you place a great amount of trust in suppliers and producers, and us. If we 
write something, then you’ll believe it. It’s when we write nothing at all that peo-
ple start wondering, you know (Merchant, Superstore G). 

In a slightly different way, this sales manager explains what date labels 
bring to the retail process, 

Yes, because the customers want to be able to shop and feel safe that, here I will 
get what I want, and the dates will last, well, for a time ahead. But one should not 
have to look at the dates, not really, but one should feel like this; here they are in 
control. And if we don’t and they get it with them home, I mean it can..., imagine 
that you stand there and cook for a dinner, and you have brought home stuff 
with really bad dates on them or that they have even expired (Sales Manager, Su-
perstore B)... 

As this sales manager puts it, date labels communicate to customers not 
only the quality of products but also something about the grocery store 
housing those products. For example, the dates reflect on the routines of 
the store, and labels approaching their best before dates send out nega-
tive signals. “Good dates”, i.e. dates signaling freshness, communicate 
that the store is “in control” of the situation. 

Order is good, that’s what one says, you know? And if you don’t keep things in 
order, that’s not good (Store manager, Superstore C).  

In contrast to manufacturers, retailers interact with consumers and con-
stitute the conduit between production and consumption. Therefore, just 
as manufacturers avoid shipping products with short dates to retailers, 
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retailers organize their logistics relative to the date labels, disposing of 
products not fulfilling the best before dates. In this way, retailers are able 
to communicate to consumers that the store is organized, efficient, and 
contains fresh products on its shelves.  
 
 Therefore, convinced that consumers are concerned with date labels, 
retailers work hard with keeping ‘bad date products' off the shelves. Ac-
cording to numerous managers, many stores have developed internal 
guidelines to remove products several days before the best before date is 
reached. The following product manager refers to a system of practices 
for food disposal applied by his store and documented for easy distribu-
tion among new staff members. 

No, we’re quite tough, always. However, we’ve got a..., a ‘date-key’ that we work 
with, where we accept that it may be four days left on this product before we 
dispose of it. If it’s three days left, we get rid of it. And on another product there 
can be only two days, like fresh chicken, then it’s two days allowed, then we re-
move it. [...] This is only because we should be able to easily apply it on our co-
workers, that when they walk around and check then..., we got some youth who 
helps sometimes, then they can be sure what is what when one walk around and 
check the dates. Because what we don’t want the customer to find anything with 
an expired date (Product manager, Superstore D). 

This retailer discusses a system applied by his store concerning the dis-
posal of food products approaching their best before dates. To avoid the 
chance of employees making 'irrational, personal' decisions about the 
quality of particular products, the “date-key” makes employees feel more 
secure. According to this manager, any new co-worker can easily adopt 
and calculate appropriate criteria for food disposal in accordance to the 
best before date, without having to possess any ‘knowledge’ about the 
food. The date-key, as he refers to it, contains details for disposal of dif-
ferent kinds of products so that the staff “can be sure what is what for 
each product”. 
 
 This system of removing products that are about to ‘expire’ is often 
regulated on a more central level within the organization through rules 
and guidelines. This sales manager explains: 
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Manager: Yes, it’s a bit, there are policies that are central, that it is, in the charcu-
terie it shall be at least..., or one should remove it when it’s three days left or so. 
But... 
 
Carl: It’s regulated within [the organization] so to say? 
 
Manager: Yes, it is, but one also goes much on feeling, sometimes we remove it 
even earlier than that, because one knows this will not sell anyways. 
 
Carl: Ok, one does that? 
 
Manager: Mm. 
 
Carl: How does, how do you, do you use red price tags, do you lower the ordi-
nary price [before]? 
 
Manager: It’s a bit here and there, but commonly we just throw it away (Sales 
manager, Superstore B)... 

Policies regulating how the store disposes of products in reference to 
best before-dates are, as this manager expresses it, regulated in a central-
ized way and often leads to food being “thrown away”. Similarly, the 
following product manager explains how he and his colleagues seek to be 
as efficient as possible in removing products that are close to the expira-
tion date. As this manager puts it, failure to remove products close to the 
expiration date is a large risk. Afraid of customer reactions, he and his 
staff have therefore made it a daily routine to dispose of such products:  

Manager: And it’s not that we’re bad, but it’s like, we’ve got about 3.000 custom-
ers here, we’ve got 70.000 articles, our turnover is half a billion, of course there’s 
a lot [of waste]. Fruit and vegetables, for example, that alone, it’s about a pallet to 
your midst each day that we clean out. It goes in the bin. And when you look at 
it? The apple has got a small spot on it, but no one will buy it because it has got a 
spot on it. And then you’re a bad store. If one was to have [such] fruit out [for 
sales], then you’re a bad store. [...] ‘and that’s something one never finds at your 
competitor’, that’s what one hears. 
 
Carl: That’s what one hears? 
 



 121 

Manager: But we’re also, we’re really careful with this, and we clear out in a hor-
rible manner, and everyone says that it’s so nice here’ (Store Manager, Superstore 
C). 

Disposing of products in a way referred to as "a horrible manner" in 
terms of quantity wasted, this manager who runs one of Sweden’s largest 
superstores, expresses a mild tone of frustration of the large amounts of 
food being wasted because of customers’ demands. Customers, as he 
expresses it, are so concerned with the small things (“the apple got a 
small spot on it”), and so on. It is impossible to be ‘perfect’ in the sense 
of successfully removing all products close to the expiration date and 
products frequently slip through the system: 

Because, I mean, 12,000 articles, we’re not perfect, there’s not a chance we’ll ever 
be. As soon as a customer finds anything..., and customers can express it in dif-
ferent degrees of intensity, to choose a balanced term. Some comes at you and 
sort of waves it under your nose so you think they will shove it right in there. 
Others simply point it out, ‘there’s something expired over there’, they’re a bit 
more delicate (Merchant, Superstore F)... 

As illustrated here, retailers sometimes fail to dispose of products ap-
proaching the best before date. In this manger’s description, customers 
are angry when they observe 'expired' products on the shelves. Custom-
ers may go so far as to “shove expired food right up your nose”. Here, 
the manger makes a special point of the way customers react to expired 
food. 
 
 Corporations struggle with managing consumers as risks. Indeed, in 
organizing consumption, managers recreate and negotiate state consum-
erism in facilitating ways, i.e. in ways acknowledging the regulative de-
mands of the NFA and taking them one step further in order to secure 
the protection of the corporation against what is deemed unpredictable and 
uncertain: consumption. Moreover, this active risk reduction involves 
building consumers' trust in the organization. 
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Building consumer trust 

Organizing consumption in ways that reduce risk involves making con-
sumers trust the corporation. Whereas genuinely old food may constitute 
a health problem for consumers (depending on the product), products 
with ‘old dates’ do not necessarily do so, but may be a serious risk for the 
organization. In both cases, however, corporations organize food safety 
by seeking to induce and build consumer trust in their products. As illus-
trated above, consumerism involves a fundamental and systematic con-
cern with the safety of consumers both in macro level state policy and 
regulation and at the meso level of corporations. concern with organiz-
ing consumption. As such, consumers cannot completely be trusted in 
their consumption choices and therefore they have to be convinced to 
trust the organizations instead. Thus, this theme highlights how food 
date labeling mediates consumerism in ways in which consumers come 
to develop trust in the organization. 

Distrusting the consumer 

As illustrated earlier, in managers’ discussions about date labeling, con-
sumers are referred to as being protected from experiencing food in un-
intended ways through the use of date labels (from the perspective of the 
manufacturers). Managers understand that consumers are aware and 
concerned about making correct choices when buying food items, but 
the consumers may not have the necessary skills to do this efficiently. In 
this sense, consumers cannot be trusted completely in their consumption 
practices. 

But that’s one way of putting it, we don’t sell anything after best before or last 
expiration [date]. I mean..., it creates too many questions because in this case, the 
customer is not educated (Merchant, Superstore I). 
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Managers often express the consumers’ incapacity to know how to store 
food without the dates. Food labeling provides consumers the 
knowledge they lack about the products they consume. 

Private, now it’s private, I look primarily at the manufacturing date. I take the 
products that have manufacturing dates in the first hand, I do. And I believe I’m 
kind of representative as a consumer. This is nothing one does from within, it’s 
an industry matter in which one has to teach the consumer the relation to food 
durations (Senior production manager, Corporation G). 

As this quote points out, managers tend to see themselves as consumers. 
This manager explains that consumers and his own relation to food is 
less of a question about learning to eat and drink through the body , but 
more of a question of the industry taking on responsibility to educate 
consumers through systematic work with labeling. 
 
 In the present data, mangers express a will of teaching consumers 
about shelf life of products. Embedded in such statements by managers 
is the need to inform consumers of the need to develop trust in the 
products. For example, this merchant explains how his customers use 
date labels as a way to facilitate and ease choice: 

One sort of..., that the customer understands that, ok, I look at this product, it’s 
nice [sv. fräsch], it’s newly produced because I can see when it’s made and 
when..., when it’s supposed to go bad. And as a customer I can tell and I know..., 
I don’t need any knowledge. If I follow instructions, temperature and so on, 
handling, cooking, and don’t eat it after the date, then I can be one hundred per-
cent guaranteed by the corporation behind the product that it’s nice [sv. fräsch] 
(Merchant, Superstore G). 

As this merchant remarks, consumers should never have to experience a 
situation where there is a lack of information concerning how to con-
sume a product. Consumers should not need to possess any knowledge 
themselves, but “instructions” should be provided to them. Thus, this 
manager explains how consumers that follow the instructions of labels 
may experience the producer’s guarantee of the product. Customers 
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should always feel confident that if they follow the instructions on the 
packages, they will be guaranteed a good consumption experience by 
either the manufacturer or the retailer. In this way, the date label induces 
consumer trust in the products because it facilitates and eases the con-
sumption experience. 

Facilitating trust by standardizing food labeling 

Facilitating this trust made by the use of information, manufacturers 
standardize the shelf life of food products and integrate consumers’ ex-
pectations on product shelf lives in deciding best before dates on par-
ticular products. In making consumers 'recognize' themselves and their 
own expectations regarding a product’s shelf life, consumers are able to 
feel more confident in their choices. 
 
 Rather than being a reflection of actual duration of products, date 
labels reflect what producers imagine that consumers expect in terms of 
duration. This form of standardization of the shelf life of food draws less 
on the natural characteristics of food as biological material and more on 
the logics of economic reason and efficiency. 
 
 In Sweden and the EU today, all pre-packed food products in the 
market must, by law, have either a best before date or a use-by date. 
However, the decision process to determine how long a product should 
last is not easy. The managers in the present study demonstrate the am-
bivalence in referring to these processes. As illustrated by the quote of 
this senior quality manager: 

Manager: If one takes fresh produce, there the best before date is, there one ex-
amines it [the product], up until that last day it cannot be any bacteria, it cannot 
smell or seem strange. So in that case, it’s not that complicated. But if one imagi-
nes products like pasta and rice and such things, there one can have as long dura-
tions as one wants but you still need to put a date on it. So you put two years or 
something [reasonable]. Because you have to have a date. 
 
Carl: Yes, you have to have a date? 
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Manager: Yes, and then you can say like this, on products that can last for a really 
long time, like rice for example, where the manufacturer says that they can per-
form duration tests, then it’s reasonable to test it for two years and check if the 
products are fine after that. And then they put two years. But if one would have 
tested it for three years, then it would also have been fine, but it is not reasonable 
to test [for so long], evaluate it (Senior production manager, Corporation B). 

As this quote illustrates, notions of efficiency and expectations are cen-
tral to the process of deciding the shelf lives on products in relation to 
consumers. Not necessarily reflecting the food product's biological 
lifespan, best before dates are dates that manufacturers deem suitable. 
Products such as rice or pasta or salt and sugar do not necessarily deteri-
orate, but it is not “reasonable” to test how long such products are actu-
ally edible. 
 
 In a different way, manufacturers also refer to the expectations of 
consumers in explaining how dates are determined. The following man-
ager explains: 

We did lots of tests a few years back where we found out that we could add 
about twenty days [on a certain product], and twenty days are many days in this 
business. But we decided not to because there was no one else in the market that 
had a life span that long. It was the marketing department that made that call 
(Senior production manager, Corporation I). 

As this manager explicates, although they were able to extend the best 
before date on a certain product, the marketing department put a stop to 
it because the product would be different from other similar products on 
the market. In this way, the lifespan of products are reproduced even 
though new technologies allow for longer durations. Similarly, this man-
ager describes how the shelf life of his corporation’s products is system-
atically decreased to suit market standards. 

Well, we know that certain products ought to have a certain duration period, be-
cause the consumer expects it. But on a fundamental level, everything that we do 
is guided by what the consumer wants, there’s nothing to it. [...] but on a basic 
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level you might say there are ‘images’ of or expectations on certain products. I 
don’t believe that, if we created a chocolate bar that technically could last for ten 
years, I’m not sure that the consumer would want to buy it after five years. I 
don’t know if you have the same memories, but there were many times that you 
entered a discussion about those survival packages that you’ve got during military 
service. Then you had to eat chocolate with a very long duration, but that’s a 
special occasion. You just know those things, we put fourteen months on our 
chocolate bars, however, and we know they’re fine, without any problems what-
soever, they wouldn’t lose anything in terms of quality, stored correctly, for 
three, four years. [...] On a basic level, it’s about that the customer expects some-
thing and even thought if the product could last longer, it doesn’t matter (Senior 
customer marketing manager, Corporation F). 

This quote of a marketing manager shows a form of consumerism entail-
ing a strong degree of customer-centrism: 'the customer wants some-
thing, so let's give it to him'. As illustrated by the above quotes, the con-
sumerism produced at the level of the state is reformulated through the 
organization (typically via the marketing department) into suiting or bet-
ter facilitating commercial interests.  
 
 Similarly, another example of how customers’ expectations come to 
matter to producers is this manager’s description of the decision-making 
process leading up to a certain product’s lifespan. 

Quality is a blurry concept. Most of what surfaces when we speak about quality 
are subjective. Objective quality is about those limits we put up for ourselves, 
rules. They extend from what we think consumers want. We cannot go out and 
ask every time we set one of these limits: ‘would you accept?’. We assume that 
this is accepted, then we need a margin between the limit when the food product 
becomes bad enough for consumers to start calling us. Then we have crossed the 
limit and the consumer may want to choose something else (Senior production 
manager, Corporation A). 

As shown here, best before dates are not necessarily denoting the ‘best’ 
of a product in terms of freshness. Manufacturers' solutions in assem-
bling the shelf life of products draw on consumers’ expectations of simi-
lar products and, in so doing, corporations utilize but also build consum-
ers’ continuous trust in food. If a food product was labeled with a date 



 127 

that is either too long into the future or too short, it is possible that it 
would not fit those expectations and the customer would likely choose 
another product. 
 
 Similarly, the following product quality manager refers to “common 
sense, historical data, and experience” as important factors in explaining 
how the shelf life of a product is determined. 

It’s like I told you, we have a framework of rules in our innovation department 
concerning this. One cannot have a static framework for this purpose, but here 
common sense, historical data and experience have to be included. So, if X [em-
ployee] who develops frozen dishes, she has developed the other twenty dishes 
already in the market, comes to me or my staff and suggests this or that new dish 
with this particular duration. But [then], often we want the same duration within 
the same segment, that is, if we got ten frozen dishes at ICA..., that is, we cannot 
have one with 6 months, one with 10, one with 12 and one with 18, and then 
one with 2, but we go for the same. That’s what one wants. And then one can 
say that the product construction, it becomes, it can manage a certain duration, 
but. So it’s various inputs in this (Senior production manager, Corporation G). 

As this manager explains, experience, historical data, and common sense 
are important factors in the application of dates on their products. In his 
statement, the senior production manager refers to 'duration categories'. 
These categories are used to categorize their products’ shelf life. It is 
important to be consistent toward consumers; otherwise, they may be 
confused. Although products within the same segment may possess var-
ious real lifespans, this illustrates how it may seem odd to consumers to 
find one shelf life on one product and a different shelf life on a similar 
product. Thus, building consumers' trust in the organization by main-
taining consistency, this corporation standardizes shelf lives across seg-
ments. In this sense, the process of deciding a lifespan on a particular 
product is not only an experiential process of investigating for how long 
a particular product lasts for storage, but a standardized process to ac-
count for how long consumers will accept the product to be stored. 
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Empathizing with picky consumers 

Another way in which managers seek to build consumer trust involves 
using emotional practices and empathizing with their consumers, i.e. of 
'understanding', 'looking the other way', and not blowing out of propor-
tion seemingly strange or 'irrational' consumer behavior that was caused 
by old or expired dates. 
 
 For the managers, such empathizing practices are conveyed in articu-
lations of internal policy. Retailers often have an internal policy not to 
argue with customers who feel products are old or bad, and to apologize 
to those consumers even though the product is not bad. 

But, at the same time, the customer..., it’s the customer on the floor that really 
holds most power. If enough people comment on something in a certain period 
of time, then one agrees..., because one knows now we’ve got a problem. And 
that’s, I’m sorry to say, that’s all too often the way one acts, it’s the customer 
who decides by complaining, it’s that simple. And they should (Merchant, Su-
permarket F). 

This merchant expresses concern with consumers’ possessing too much 
influence over the management of his store. However, in making this 
statement, he also declares that it is consumers' rights to do so. Although 
it can be a hardship to constantly deal with complaining customers, it is 
also consumers' rights to complain and in acknowledging this fact, a 
good relationship is maintained between the manager and the customers.  
 
 Similarly, the following merchant empathizes with the customer by 
referring to how consumers go through the shelves of his store to find 
recent dates and fresh products. 

Yes, but one sees it, customers dig somewhat amazing, they do, they do. [...] Yes, 
yes, well, once again, this is how the date directs us all. I fully understand this as a 
customer. At the same time it becomes messy in the store, the counters messed 
up, one has to rearrange them and so on (Merchant, Superstore F). 
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Consumers “digging” in the shelves mess up counters and the order of 
which products are lined up. However, this manager feels “it’s fully un-
derstandable”. Somewhat differently, this next manager points out con-
sumers do not always show anger if they find expired food items in the 
shelves. 
 

Many confront me actually, ‘sorry, this product...’, they say, when it sometimes 
happens, ‘...I happened to see it was kind of bad’. ‘Take it, please, so that no one 
else gets it’. So it’s more like, well, ‘I found this now, check so that no one else 
gets one as well, there was more of them on the shelf’. So people help us and 
they understand…, have full sympathy for our work, that it’s not easy. And if 
someone calls, if something has happened, if, well, someone has gotten roasted 
onions that expired two weeks ago, and it ought to be..., it’s six months on them, 
and one calls to us and says ‘well, this isn’t good, but I want to let you know so 
you can remove the rest of it from the shelf, I saw another couple of jars when I 
was there’, maybe one says (Merchant, Superstore G)… 

 
People, as this merchant describes it, may also show empathy for him 
and his staff, “understanding” that the demands of the customers are not 
always easy to meet. People may even be willing to help out, he says. 
This merchant expresses empathy for consumers who strive for the best 
dates among products by referring to how people are willing to ‘help’ in 
disposing of products with bad dates so that other consumers are spared 
from exposure to bad products. As such, this manager describes an ac-
tive consumer who is willing to assist in keeping the store in proper or-
der, i.e. free from products with expired best before dates. Moreover, the 
merchant a relationship with the customers built on trust that the store’s 
products are fresh and safe to eat. It is the organization's responsibility to 
ensure that 'expired' products are removed. However, sometimes con-
sumers are willing to share this responsibility when the staff fails to re-
move old products. 
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Distributing consumer responsibility 

The next theme generated from the data highlights how corporations’ 
mediation of consumerism organizes responsibility for consumption. 
This process relates to the responsibility of the products and how con-
sumers are motivated into organizing their choices in accordance with 
the date labels. Date labeling practices therefore entails an active distri-
bution of responsibility among the various actors in the market. 

Disposing of products in accordance to date labels  

Emanating from such an organization of responsibility is thus an active 
integration of the idea of consumer choice into the logistics of retailers. 
Retailers cannot shoulder the responsibility from manufacturers because 
they cannot or will not value products on their own as these products 
expire. Date labels provide manufacturers with information about a 
product’s shelf life and thus communicate to market actors when one 
actor’s responsibility begins and another’s ends. For retailers, this 
boundary-drawing practice can be seen in reference to coercion from 
outside the corporation (e.g. because they do not know how consumers 
handle the products). 

...we have a hard time in taking full responsibility for how the customer handles 
it [the food product]. It only takes one warm summer day and a warm car for 
bacteria to develop (Senior marketing manager, Corporation E). 

Here, the organization finds it hard to take responsibility for consumers' 
actions. Date labels together with other information enable the organiza-
tion to communicate that this responsibility rests with the consumer’ 
Similarly, this retail manager explains how others have deprived him and 
the consumers of the responsibility of products, which results in having 
to dispose of products in accordance with the date labels. 
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It used to be no dates, and then the only knowledge one had was your senses, 
sort of speak, eyes, smell and how it..., how it was, the product. And that is 
something one has, like..., precisely like one removed our responsibility, but one 
has also said that you at home, you don’t get it either, in some sense (Merchant, 
Superstore G). 

As a result, modern retailing operations will inevitably produce a certain 
amount of waste. For the managers, this causes a considerable loss of 
revenue. As we have seen, managers struggle to deal with this situation 
by training staff in waste-reducing logistics. 

Yes, it is, it is much waste, sure it is, absolutely. But it has to do with that you, 
you need correctly trained staff, as well as [that they] understand this thing with 
waste and costs and such things, and correct ordering points (Merchant, Super-
market E). 

As this quote depicts, working with logistics to reduce waste is an im-
portant task of management. In their discussions about waste reduction, 
this manager describes various techniques invented to 'fool' consumers 
into choosing products they otherwise were less likely to choose because 
of the bad dates. Managers like this one use various practices to deceive 
customers (e.g. presenting the price in particular ways, keeping certain 
products refrigerated although they do not need to be cooled, placing 
other products on the floor instead of in shelves, or rearranging how 
products in the shelves are organized in reference to the dates). 

One shifts the goods, of course, we separate and dispose away, all dates you 
should shift, so you got the oldest..., the newest in the back so to say (Merchant, 
Supermarket F). 

These techniques of management are aimed at disposing of products in 
timely order or to redirect customers’ attention away from the fact that a 
certain product may be approaching its best before date. However, as 
retailers organize the products in the shelves in accordance with the first 
in/first out principle, i.e. so that the least fresh food is in the front of the 
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shelves and the freshest is in the back, consumers have developed tech-
niques to counter this arrangement. 

Merchant: One picks out the old and in with the new, and then it’s. Then the 
customer comes and digs. 
 
Carl: Digs in the back? 
 
Merchant: Yes, they’re not stupid. [...] Yes, but one sees it, customers dig some-
what amazing, they do, they do. [...] Yes, yes, well, once again, this is how the 
date matters to us. I fully understand this as a customer. At the same time it be-
comes messy in the store, the counters messed up, one has to rearrange them 
and so on (Merchant, Supermarket F). 

As this manager points out, customers will go to considerable lengths, 
including digging through the shelves to purchase food with the ‘best’ 
best before dates. For store personnel, this consumer activity means their 
logistical practices must include provisions to rearrange products to their 
original order. As should be evident by now, consumers tend to avoid 
products with bad dates, though the actual food product may still be 
edible. As we have seen in previous sections, this makes retailers system-
atically dispose of such products as they transgress control protocol 
standards. In the above quotation, the merchant establishes how con-
sumer ill-feelings seem to be coupled with the retailers’ sense of loss of 
control. 

 
Merchant: We see how people react. They are disgusted if something lies on the 
counter and it says ‘have passed’... 
 
Carl: What can you hear? 
  
Merchant: No, they say that it’s disgusting! 
 
Carl: It’s disgusting? 
 
Merchant: Disgusting, un-fresh [sv. ofräsch] is a word commonly used. No, it’s 
nuanced through that type of expressions, it, [...] their perception of a fresh [sv. 
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fräsch], well-managed store is through dates that are ‘sustainable', that there’s a 
correct amount of days left (Merchant, Supermarket F). 

As expressed by this manager, failure in controlling products vis-a-vis the 
best before dates is referred to in terms of customers’ strong dislike for 
old dates. The managers' techniques for coping with this are most central 
in expressions concerning what one cannot do as a retailer. For example, 
rather than re-labeling products with new half-the-price tags, which gro-
cery stores have conventionally done in Sweden when they have lower 
prices on products, managers have their employees shift the price tag on 
the shelves housing the products. As a consequence, it does not appear 
so evident to consumers familiar with the ordinary price that it is low-
ered because of its 'bad' best before date. For the consumer, it merely 
seems like a really good. 

Yes, we do like this in this store, all personnel have a constant instruction, that 
when half the time is up on a product, then we lower it by half the price. And 
that’s because..., but we do not market it with large labels, we just alter the shelf 
tag. [...] And then the customer has received a really good price on a product, if 
they are to consume it fast (Merchant, Supermarket F)… 

As this manager describes it, customers overwhelmed by the low price 
forget about the short best before date. As this quote illustrates, manag-
ers actively seek to re-adjust their logistics to suit consumers' practices of 
finding the products with the best dates. In these occasions, the consum-
er is referred to as someone who is willing to consume food that is oth-
erwise considered as old, as long as they do not know about it. 
 
 The managers' strong focus on referring to consumers also indicates a 
tendency to hold consumers responsible for the practice of food waste. 
According to the managers, because consumers are so concerned with 
finding the freshest products, a certain degree of waste is inevitable. 
Thus, as legitimizing the large quantities of waste generated in the stores, 
managers blame consumers for being too concerned with fresh food and 
hence distribute some responsibility of the waste to overzealous con-
sumers. 
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Recommending, not deciding for the consumer 

Food producers guarantee that their products are safe and being of good 
quality up until the best before or the use-by date. Yet, they are glad to 
point out that their products with best before dates are edible even after 
the date expires. In their talk about guarantees, manufacturers often note 
that best before dates are not use-by dates, which is why they never seek 
to decide for consumers, but only recommend to consumers how they 
should proceed in their food consumption. 

The best before date is a recommendation. There is nothing that says that a 
product cannot be used after the date independent on the package being open or 
not. One simply has to trust one’s senses. As long as smell, taste, looks and tex-
ture is fine it is perfectly all right to use the products (Senior production manag-
er, Corporation A). 

Thus, best before dates are actually designed to stimulate active choice 
among consumers. Consumers are guaranteed the products are edible 
only if the expiration date has not yet passed. Moreover, consumers 
should make their choices about the products based on their own bodies 
and senses.  

I still don’t think that we should decide when..., if the customer should..., that is, 
the customer has to make the choice himself if he wants it or not (Sales Manager, 
Superstore B). 

Thus, at the same time as corporations only “recommend” (i.e. best be-
fore) rather than decide (i.e. use-by) how the consumer should consume, 
they renounce any responsibility for the products past the best before 
date. For example, if a consumer chooses to eat a loaf of bread after the 
date, responsibility falls on the consumer. The date is therefore a power-
ful market of communicating responsibility among market actors, not 
only between corporations and consumers but also between manufactur-
ers and retailers. 
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 Often managing large quantities of food products in their stores and 
facing high demands from consumers concerning availability of prod-
ucts, it is inevitable that a certain amount of unsold products reach their 
best before dates. Just like consumers are presented with choices, retail-
ers are allowed to decide whether to keep selling products with expired 
best before dates by, for example, lowering the price. As previously men-
tioned, however, most retailers do not wait for products to reach their 
best before dates but may dispose of products already several days ahead. 
For the manufacturers, it is up to retailers to decide whether to sell 
products past their dates.  

Retailing of course has responsibility. When the products have reached retail, 
from us, a certain amount of responsibility transfers to them. Consider, for ex-
ample, a grocery store that sells goods which have passed their dates, then it’s 
their responsibility (Customer marketing director, Corporation J). 

It is retail's responsibility to decide whether to sell products to consum-
ers after the best before date has expired. In their talk about the divisions 
of responsibility between them and the retailers, manufacturers tend to 
emphasize that they cannot be held responsible for the consequences 
from eating their products after the best before dates. 

If [retailer name] sells it after the date then [retailer] cannot..., if it shows that 
something is wrong or the product isn’t safe and causes a case of food poisoning, 
for example, then [retailer] cannot hold the manufacturer accountable any longer 
(Senior production manager, Corporation B). 

Similarly, this production manager explains: 

We know that the products can last longer than best before but at the same time 
we do not sell in the stores products past that date, we don’t. And then one is 
sort of ambivalent in all this, because we know the food is fine. But still, we have 
said clearly that we do not sell it. [...] it’s a question of responsibility. After the 
date, lets put it this way; the manufacturer is responsible up to the date if we 
store it correctly. And what happens after the date, the responsibility transfers 
upon the individual store or onto the retail chain that sells it. One can put it like 
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this; in one aspect one doesn’t have a choice [but to dispose of products] (Senior 
production manager, Corporation B). 

This senior manager refers to issues of responsibility in her explanations 
of why her corporation does not keep products close to or past the best 
before dates. Because responsibility ‘transfers’ to the individual retailer in 
keeping products up for sales past their best before dates, “one has no 
choice" but not to sell those products. In responding to such responsibil-
ity, retailers refer to how consumers do not want products past their 
dates anyway. 

Merchant: No. I mean, there are rules regulating this kind of thing. And it’s so 
that there are goods, there are two types of labeling, one is ‘best before’ and the 
other one is ‘use-by’. We are not allowed to sell ‘use-by’ products when they ex-
pire, then its stop. We can sell ‘best before’ products, and as the rules are written, 
if we do so, the responsibility is transferred upon us as a store to guarantee... 
 
Carl: From the manufacturer? 
 
Merchant: Yes, before it is the manufacturer who is responsible and then it is up 
to us to be able to prove that we have stored the products according to the cor-
rect temperature and so on. And that, that’s something we are very careful with. 
So we can sell it after best before, but.... (Merchant, Superstore G). 

As illustrated here, retailers are allowed to market and sell products even 
though the best before date has expired, but that the responsibility is too 
much. If the retailer can prove that the product has been warehoused 
according to standards (the right temperature and so on) before a prod-
uct has reached its best before date, the corporation producing the prod-
uct is responsible for guaranteeing that the product is still of good quali-
ty. After expiration of the best before date, however, responsibility is 
transferred from the manufacturer to the retailer or, if already sold, to 
the consumer. On the one hand, by choosing not to sell products past 
their best before dates, retailers avoid this responsibility. On the other 
hand, retailers are often unable to guarantee that nothing is wrong with 
the food in that products are pre-packed and hidden behind the packag-
es’ wrapping. In this perspective, retailers are actually forced to throw 
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away products in that the best before dates have been passed. This mer-
chant explains: 

You are responsible for everything that you sell. But I mean you have to be able 
to stand for everything you sell. I mean it..., you should, you who work in a store 
should be proud of your job and be able to..., this is good products, just like a 
restaurant, a chef, I know what I’ve done in this dish, from good stuff, the store 
has to.., and then one has to choose to remove certain products (Merchant, Su-
perstore E). 

Therefore, this focus on responsibility comes to expression in retailers’ 
tendencies not to make a difference between ‘use-by’ and ‘best before’. 

Manager: Then you have to differentiate between ‘have expired’, we cannot sell 
that by law. 
 
Carl: But best before [products] you can sell according to the Law, if it’s not reg-
ulated internally within [retailer brand]? 
 
Manager: Yes, it’s a difference between best before and use-by. But we do not 
sell [after] best before either. 
 
Carl: No, no. Ok. 
 
Manager: No, that is, one knows from own experience that, yes it is fine to eat 
for a while longer. But I cannot guarantee that you’ll survive. Maybe you’re sick 
before that you can take it. And therefore, because one cannot guarantee it, and 
has nothing to back you up, we don’t [sell food past the date] (Sales Manager, 
Superstore B). 

Therefore, because retailers cannot guarantee that consumers are safe 
from eating or drinking products after the best before date, those prod-
ucts have to be removed. The choice of selling those products is too risky 
considering the number of people that might get sick. As such, the 
choice has to be distributed to consumers making such choices them-
selves. However, as managers sometimes are unsuccessful in disposing 
of products that are about to expire, or already have expired, managers 
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tend to engage in practices of blame in which consumers are held re-
sponsible for the waste generated at occasions in which the products are 
successfully removed.  

Blaming the consumer 

In speaking about consumers’ use of date labels in their practices of ac-
quisition - shopping - managers often refer to consumers as too con-
cerned with acquiring the freshest products. Consumers are concerned 
with freshness and date labels, not the retailers. In the language of retail 
managers, a struggle comes about in reference to consumers being de-
scribed as angry and threatening if they find date labels that are about to 
or that have already expired. 

Well, we notice, that if one were to order in something crazy sometime, so that it 
dwells in the shelf and the date starts declining, then it would become a natural 
[consumer] resistance towards buying it. So it’s just as good to remove it from 
the shelf, because the customer will anyways just look at it like this and ‘aaahhh! 
It expires in four days’ (Product manager, Supermarket D)... 

Similarly, this manager describes how customers may get extremely upset 
and angry if they find products past their best before dates. 

But sometimes we fail, and the customer finds it, and then one has to apologize, 
and then one has to let them know it’s embarrassing. And sometimes, you know, 
sometimes, the customer loses it completely and starts yelling at you (Product 
manager, Superstore D). 

By repeatedly referring to customers' demands and needs in various ways 
and manners, the consumer becomes a referral point for managers’ justi-
fying their practices (e.g., labeling products with best before-dates based 
on extended margins and disposing of food before the best before-dates 
have expired). Managers, then, in their discussions about their practices 
generating waste hold consumers responsible by blaming them for every-
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thing that goes wrong. As this marketing manager notes, food consum-
ers have become very “picky”, demanding quality out of the ordinary. 

Manager: One thing’s for sure, consumers possess more knowledge, they’re more 
educated, and they’re more demanding than before. 
 
Carl: How do you mean, ‘more demanding’? 
 
Manager: Well, that one is more educated, one is picky with how you want things 
to be, how it’s supposed to be. I mean, back in the old days, hell, ‘this is coffee’, 
and then you bought it. You couldn’t care less for the rest. Today, there’s an af-
fluence of brands, there’s an affluence of types of coffee, roasts, there’s organic 
and non-organic, certifications, double certifications. And, I mean, this is the re-
sult from peoples’ wants for variation, personified solutions. That is, ‘I’m 
unique’, ‘I’m an individual’, and that whole thing (Senior customer marketing 
manager, Corporation F)... 

As this quote illustrates, managers tend to moralize about the contempo-
rary consumer; with respect to the abundance of products demanded or 
the tendency to focus too strongly on quality. Similarly, the following 
manager describes the consumer as being irrational and having unrealis-
tic opinions about freshness and date labels.  

Well, I’ve been working for many years in this business, just as long as I was part 
of it when date labeling was not as, how should I put it..., in focus so to say as it 
is today. But it has to be said, it’s for the benefit of the customer so to speak. But 
then again, one is still allowed to have opinions, about date labeling that is, be-
cause sometimes it’s hysteria. It seems like at 12 in the night something strange 
happens with the product, it’s not edible anymore (Product manager, Supermar-
ket D). 

Moralizing about consumers’ practices of looking too much at the labels 
commonly occurs with reference to notions about the consumer as a 
demanding subject beyond satisfaction. Referring to the consumer as 
sovereign in the sense that the customer is king, managers are able to 
justify practices questioned by the media (e.g. concerning food waste). 
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To stay in the market game, so to say, one has to “follow the rules” set 
by the consumer. 
 
 In a different way, managers may acknowledge the consumer as sov-
ereign at the same time they are resentful about certain matters. Aware of 
the problems arising from consumers who focus on date labels, some 
retail managers express concern over not daring to confront the custom-
er and thus resist the notion of the sovereign consumer: 
 

I think one, I think one is far out sometimes, because I think one is so damn 
afraid of getting into a discussion with a customer, and one does not dare to take 
on that struggle, but I think one has to dare take on the struggle sometimes 
(Merchant, Supermarket I). 

 
In referring to customers’ reactions to bad dates, managers are therefore 
able to express some resistance to the system they are a part of through 
the use of blame. Often, the blaming of customers is articulated in a con-
text in which retailers explain that there is no choice but to accept the 
way it is. Because they cannot alter the system, they place blame on oth-
ers. As this merchant expresses it, either one conforms to the system or 
one leaves it: 

Yes. It’s so. But... but, as I said, one thinks we’re a bit extreme about it, but I 
don’t want to complain, because food quality is very, very important in Sweden. 
And then I have to..., either leave the business or believe it’s important, so I have 
to put up with it (Merchant, Supermarket F). 

Similarly, this manager refers to consumers as being too far removed 
from production to know how to consume without information. 

Look at a simple product, for example, tomato purée, we have two different 
products. The first one is ecological in a jar and the other is conventional with 
additives. If you buy the conventional one and open it up, you take some for 
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your meat sauce and stove and then in with the jar in the fridge and out again a 
week later, and so on. Even if you and your girlfriend cook on Friday and leave 
the jar out for two hours at room temperature with the hat off. It’s still as good 
as before a week later. Then you take the ecological one, its premium tomatoes, 
but that it is in the former as well. In the ecological one there cannot be any pre-
serving additives. You open the jar and the same thing as before, you come back 
four days later and take the jar, it’s moldy. Then one has to ask oneself point 
with freshness here? Is everything evil, I mean, is knowledge evil? Because, then 
one has to say, if people do not handle these ecological products, what’s the 
point with them? Because I consider also the environmental perspective here, I 
see waste. Here we have put much into tomatoes, harvesting tomatoes, trans-
porting tomatoes, putting tomatoes through an expensive process, putting them 
in a glass jar also costing money, and then they [consumers] may take two spoons 
and throw away of the rest. There you got a challenge. And then they call us and 
say: ‘what a bad tomato purée product you’ve got, it molds!’ Then one can, I 
mean, I shouldn’t say: ‘don’t you get it!?’. I’m joking, of course…, but consumers 
do not get it. Because they’re so far away from doing it themselves at home (Sen-
ior production manager, Corporation G). 

As illustrated in this long quotation, retailers “put up” with consumers’ 
strong focus on labels. For this manager, adapting to ‘these rules’, as 
defined by consumers, is to acknowledge their sovereignty in the market. 
As expressed by the managers, consumers are overly concerned with the 
products they buy: what it contains, that it should be ecological, that it is 
natural, etc. At the same time, consumers want products that never turn 
or look bad. 
 
 Corporations engage in a variety of practices of distributing consumer 
responsibility in their struggle with consumerism; regulation and shop-
ping consumers. Above, various managers dispose of products as these 
are about to expire in order to avoid being held responsible for consum-
ers becoming sick from eating or drinking what may be bad quality food. 
Further, managers emphasize the importance of making recommenda-
tions to consumers, rather than telling them what to do. Finally, manag-
ers blame consumers for all the waste generated in retail from products 
being disposed of in accordance to the best before dates. These practices 
represent ways in which corporations negotiating consumerism in the 
market responsibilize consumers. 
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Part II: 
Constituting effective, predictable and agentic 

consumption 

Bio-power: organizing consuming bodies 

In chapter 4, I discussed how state consumerism seeks to construct an 
empowered yet controlled food consumption through a bio-politics of 
the consuming population. It was argued this bio-power renders life it-
self governable, making it possible to act not only on the consuming 
body, by force, but also upon the subjectivity of human beings (cf. 
Foucault, 1980a). Bio-power does not repress the subjects of consump-
tion (Ozanne & Murray, 1995; Holt, 2002; Thompson, 2004), it does not 
place the interests of the experts against the interests of self-knowledge 
of consumers (Thompson, 2005). Rather, as a rationality of government 
bio-power enacts the good of all society upon the consuming body (Falk, 
1997), the unprotected, unpredictable and deviant (cf. Cruikshank, 1999: 
40). Reproducing and recreating consumerism, then, organizations con-
stitute the subject in particular ways. 
 
 For Foucault, modern forms of government are rooted in advanced 
forms of neo-liberalism, which do not operate through conventional 
forms of state sovereignty, i.e. in sovereign relations between states and 
subject, but is enacted in practices at the meso and micro levels 
(Foucault, 2004; Rabinow & Rose, 2006). In his later work, Foucault 
(2000b, 2004) draws attention to how modern forms of government 
begin operating at the sub-state level as governmentality. Foucauldian 
governmentality (Foucault, 2000b), the rationality and mentality of 'gov-
ernment', relates to the ideas and principles that influence how one gov-
erns, i.e. how one aims ‘to shape, guide, or affect the conduct of some 
person or persons’ (Gordon, 1991: 2). Whereas the ultimate government 
entails a process of self-government in which subjects (i.e. consumers) 
govern themselves, Foucault viewed governmentality both as govern-
ment of one's household and of the self and as government of the popu-
lation. To elucidate the power relations between the contemporary wel-
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fare state (macro), organizations (meso), and consumers (micro), I now 
turn to the meso level and the activities and practices of organizations, as 
well as the consumerism they enact and impose upon consumers. 
 
 CCT and consumption research have favored individualistic notions 
of consumer agency at the cost of organizational and institutional as-
pects. At large, organizations (i.e. corporations) and their relations with 
consumers are represented in generic fashion, sometimes as manipulative 
of consumer agency (e.g. Ozanne & Murray, 1995) and sometimes in 
more nuanced ways as transformative of consumers’ innovative re-
sistance (Holt, 2002). However, this generic more or less dialectical con-
figuration of power relations in the market, which is characteristic of the 
cultural power model discussed in chapter 2, may be problematic when 
applied to the activities and practices coming to expression in part I 
above. There, organizations not merely dialectically respond to the agen-
cy of consumers (e.g. Holt, 2002), but actively seek to construct it, im-
posing upon consumers particular agentic qualities and seeking to extend 
themselves into the everyday life of consumers (cf. Thompson, 2004). 
 
 In part I, it was shown how organizations struggle with the notion of 
'the consumer', as expressed in corporate relations with, on the one 
hand, state consumer policy and, on the other, the consumers them-
selves. Whereas the former refers to how organizations mediate the con-
sumerist concerns of the state, i.e. various technologies for consumer 
protection and empowerment, the latter relates to organizations' media-
tion of these concerns in the meeting with customers (represented by 
their work with food date labeling). The 2007 'Minced meat scandal' re-
ferred to by the managers on several occasions constitutes an example in 
which a fragmented organizational resistance14 to the consumerist con-
cerns of the state pushed forward a more radical type of consumerism in 
the market, as represented by increased regulative concerns. Directing 
attention to the centrality of power and control processes, organizational 
resistance alters and shifts the power relations between all actors in the 
institutional field. To the extent that individuals internalize those institu-

                                                
14 Organizations re-labeling minced meat with new dates, although this practice is for-
bidden by law. 
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tions, then, organizational processes generate new forms of subjects con-
suming. 
 
 The struggle with consumers in part I is manifested in managerial 
attempts seeking to extend the rationalized processes of production 
(Ritzer, 2004) into the everyday life of consumers (Baudrillard, 2001: 46), 
creating particular subject positions and imposing these on individuals. 
Struggling managers are able to develop new forms of techniques and 
practices of consumerist governmentality, operating to make consumption 
more rational for the organization to manage and control: effective, cal-
culable, predictable, and controlled (cf. Ritzer, 2004). More than merely 
entailing a process of self-government (Dean, 2009) (this point is more 
fully discussed in chapter 6), governmentality concerns the encounter 
between technologies of domination of others and the selves. For Fou-
cault (2000b), for both cases, governmentality relates to government of 
mentality (Rose, 1990) and government of the body (Foucault, 1997b). 
 

Concerned with the conduct of consuming subjects and enacting this 
concern upon the consuming body (Falk, 1997), then, this governmental-
ity relates to how organizations mediate and practice consumerism. The 
productive aspects of this power relate to how organizations concerned 
with consumer conduct favor, allow, and enable particular subject posi-
tions or subjectivities, which are then enacted upon people while con-
straining/disfavoring others. 
 
 In the empirical sections of part I above, three overlapping themes of 
consumerism were identified in the practices of organizations. In these 
practices organizations seek to constitute consumption by (i) reducing 
risk, constituting an effective consumption; (ii) building trust, constituting a 
predictable consumption; and (iii) distributing responsibility, constituting 
an agentic consumption performed in self-responsible ways (control at a 
distance is effected). 
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Effective consumption 

The first type of organizational consumerism (conveyed in part I) consti-
tutes an effective consumption in everyday life. Seeking to craft the con-
suming subject by reducing risk, managers account for, care for and cal-
culate for the consuming body, inserting it further into the machinery of 
production and the realm of explicit calculations and economic processes 
(Foucault, 1980a: 141). 

Constituting consuming subjects by reducing risk 

As bio-power, the rationality of consumerism emphasizes the utility and 
purposefulness of the consuming body (cf. Falk, 1997). The organiza-
tional struggle with consumers, then, mediates a concern with consumer 
conduct in which people are managed, referred to and, thus, actively 
crafted through various forms of risk reducing activities. In other words, 
consumers are divided in managerial practices in terms of ‘safe’ and not 
‘safe’, and as such worked upon and made into effective consumers con-
suming in more effective ways in terms of production (cf. Zwick et al., 
2008). 
 

While arguing that the disciplines operate at a distance through tech-
niques for assuring the ordering of human multiplicities, Foucault 
(1977a: 218) draws attention to the disciplining power mechanisms en-
acted by the institutions of modern societies. In his example of the 19th 
prison (1977), these mechanisms operate through practices of close 
monitoring, measurement, examination, and confession of subjects in a 
closed institutional environment. For the managers in part I, it is com-
mon with practices disposing of the food products supplied to consum-
ers in particular ways acknowledged as safe. This involves practices of 
close monitoring of organizational activities and staff arranging, for ex-
ample, the spaces in the supermarket. As illustrated in the early sections 
of part I, food date labeling represents a visual artifact inscribed in each 
and every food product of the market, where organizations manage con-
sumers as risks in various ways. This management of consumers exists in 
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a struggle in which organizations, on the one hand, are forced by regula-
tion to act upon the subject considered at risk and, on the other, facili-
tates this process in order to protect their own reputation: the consumer 
as risk. Whereas the former refers to how organizations struggle with 
being objects of consumerist regulation, the latter refers to the product 
of such struggle, emphasizing how organizations mediate consumerism 
by turning people into risks. 
 
 In their organizational practices reducing risks by date labeling, what 
distinguishes the date label from other labels (such as ingredient lists, 
country of origin, etc.) is its capacity to modulate risk perceptions of 
consumers through time. In a sense, time effects “control at a distance” 
and, in this sense, operates through disciplinary technologies (Foucault, 
1977a). By controlling the progressive emergence of risk in particular 
products, date labels enable corporations to control what happens to 
their products beyond the factory floor in everyday life by enforcing a 
preferred timely order of consumption of which deviation is accompa-
nied by the emergence of more risks. Consuming food after the date, so 
to say, would imply an active risk taking. 
 
 Foucault broadly describes bio-power as the governmental rationality 
that brought “life and its mechanisms into the realm of explicit calcula-
tions and made knowledge-power an agent of transformation of human 
life” (Foucault, 1980a: 143). Particularly, he describes how this power 
operates in part as an anatomo-politics of the human (consuming) body: 
“the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the paral-
lel increase of its usefulness” (Foucault, 1980a: 139). In this way, Fou-
cault draws attention to the managerial rationality having emerged in 
modern Western societies, with its genealogical origin in the Ancient 
Greek societies, and that seeks to optimize the productivity of the body 
in particular ways. In the organized consumerism of part I, the active risk 
management can be seen as attempts seeking to optimize consuming 
bodies. Compared with the consumption of other forms of commercial 
objects (e.g. clothes or electronics), food is produced to take into our 
bodies and ‘eating’ involves both the social and material processes of 
making commercial objects not only part of the self and one’s identity 
(i.e. symbolically) but physically and literally part of one’s own body (the 
food becomes the flesh) (Falk, 1997). Seeking to optimize the consuming 
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body by organizing manufacturing, labeling, and retailing in various ways 
as discussed in part I – by providing safe and controlled choices - organ-
izations seeks to constitute consumption that is effective in terms of pro-
duction. That is to say, in actively working to make food safe for con-
sumers, organizations continuously seek to reduce all risks that may have 
implications for an effective consumer to emerge. The example of the 
meat producer, which is forced to employ great numbers of NFA em-
ployed monitoring staff to supervise manufacturing, constitutes one illus-
trative example. Manufacturers know they are monitored by the NFA in 
order to ensure food safety for consumers. In their struggling efforts to 
cope with this monitoring, managers develop new forms of practices that 
are deployed in the production assembly lines. For instance, corporation 
employees are dedicated to controlling the labeling procedures estab-
lished to make food safe, directing new forms of control on the elements 
of control: a 'control of the control'. 
 
 Retailers, likewise, give expression to a managerial account of consumer 
risk, which seems somewhat different than the disciplinary technologies 
described by Foucault (1977a) in which 'the few monitor the many'. Ra-
ther, in part I, organizations speak about consumers in ways constructing 
them as 'co-supervisors' of production. Together with the NFA, con-
sumers are referred to as 'helping out' in making sure risks are reduced, 
for example, by alerting staff if products close-to-expiration are figuring 
in the shelves. In this sense, organizations constitute the consumer as 
concerned with the dates, watchdogs so that the organizations properly 
account for the risks in food in the sense that 'the many monitor the 
few', i.e. a sort of reversed form of panopticon (Elmer, 2004). 

Food labels and the management of everyday consumption 

For the managers, date labeling is used as an instrument by which risks 
associated with consumers are managed beyond the formal boundaries 
of the organization and in everyday life. As an instrument of such an 
organization, date labeling mediates a tacit form of positive control of 
consumption. Date labels are, so to say, constructed to visually remind 
consumers of risks in food and suggest that one should consume prod-
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ucts before particular dates in order to be safe. To the extent that con-
sumers alter their consumption practice in correlation with the dates, 
corporations are able to organize and control the risks of people con-
suming products that are bad. In part I, manufacturers continuously 
work monitoring and re-securing this information provision and labeling 
procedures, constantly seeking to make things even more secure. In this 
sense, consumers experiencing increased forms of informed purchase 
decisions through various forms of consumer protection (cf. Cohen, 
2003: 357) do not arise as innovative champions able to resist the market 
(Ozanne & Murray, 1995; Kozinets, 2002; Cova & Pace, 2006) as much 
as subjects enabled to choose in particular ways and in correlation with 
neo-liberal notions of ‘freedom’ and choice (Miller & Rose, 1997; Rose, 
2008). The information used by consumers to make more adequate and 
empowered choices (Ozanne & Murray, 1995) is shaped and produced 
based on ‘secured’ processes of defining the information that essentially 
is positive in terms of the good of all of society, and therefore not only 
negative for the production of the subject. This power seeking to corre-
late the individual with society often comes in the shape of organization-
al activities seeking to further secure and account for their work with 
consumer food safety, as represented by external audits and increased 
forms of standardization (Draper & Green, 2002; Ansell & Vogel, 2006; 
Power, 2007). In this sense, embedded in the consumerism expressed by 
the managers in part I is an account of risk in which negative aspects of 
the concept are brought to their extreme (Douglas, 1992: 24). As such, 
organization is based on negative expectations of the consuming body, 
rather than real experiences of consumers being harmed from production 
and, for example, of eating an old loaf of bread. 
 
 The consuming body therefore arises as an object for the organization 
to account for in production, attempting to organize and craft the con-
suming subject into a more operant and effective shape (cf. Ritzer, 2004; 
Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010: 30). In part I, this constitution of the consum-
ing subject tends to be expressed in a more radical form of consumerism 
in which organizations accounting for the fact that they themselves are 
objects of control may go further in their practices in order to reduce 
consumer risks associated with consumption. The commercial process of 
accounting for the consumer as both a social and corporeal risk facili-
tates an institutionalization process in which managers externalize, objec-
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tify, and internalize the consumerism imbued in regulative controls. As a 
result, consumers are worked upon as risks in themselves, resulting in a 
more extreme form of consumerism than perhaps initially intended by 
the NFA. The disposal of food by retailers before the best before dates are 
reached represents an example of such mediated consumerism. 

The institutionalization of consumerism 

In the organizational activities viewing consumers as risks, managers 
reproduce an expanding possibility of risks to emerge (Giddens, 1990; 
Beck, 1999). Consequently, as this concern for consumers is integrated 
into the organization it continuously gives rise to new risks associated 
with the consumer which have to be dealt with by the managers through 
the invention of new and increased forms of control (Beck, 1992). In this 
sense, corporations are both made safe for consumers by coercive mech-
anisms and make themselves safer for consumers as they enact this medi-
ated form of consumerism. In part I, for example, this is expressed in a 
view of not only food in itself as a danger but also, paradoxically, the 
consumer information meant to reduce risk as well (i.e. the labels). For 
example, the retail managers of the present study acknowledge competi-
tors systematically removing unsold products before or as they expire, 
and from this process, mangers come to externalize these practices as 
cultural norms concerning how risk management is optimally practiced 
in the market. 
 
 Therefore, in this process of institutionalization, the organizations of 
part I are not only constituting consumption by shaping consuming sub-
jects, consumers too are constituting organizational objects mediating 
consumerist discourses (cf. DiMaggio & Powell, 1983: 148; Scott, 2008). 
As such, struggling organizations not only mediate consumerism, but 
also emerge through it, developing internal practices in order to cope with 
the demands put on them by consumerist policies or by consumers 
themselves. Moreover, as mentioned earlier, by integrating the notion of 
the consumer into production, organizations are able to correlate the 
emergence of the consuming subject with productive elements. For ex-
ample, labeling increases the possibilities of consumers to consume food 
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in ways intended by the organization. As such, organizations are able to 
extend the control of consumers beyond the organizational boundaries 
and into the everyday life of people. 
 
 The institutionalization of consumerism enacts an anatomo-politics of 
the consuming body (Falk, 1997: 51) in which a dependence is estab-
lished between, on the one hand, the continuous creation of risks by 
organizations and, on the other, the consuming body as an object of 
such risk-reducing activity. This institutionalization of consumerism in 
the food market is thus an important process contributing to the further 
incorporation of the body, as assembled in Foucauldian pow-
er/knowledge relations, into systems of efficient and economic controls 
(Foucault, 1980a: 139). The body shaped through commercial processes, 
then, this market-mediated protectionism occurs, in the present study at 
least, at the cost of the generation of material waste. 
 
 In part I, we saw how managers go to extreme lengths in not merely 
responding to agentic or ‘demanding’ consumers, but managers also 
come to actively view themselves as risk-aware consumers, 'slipping' be-
tween their own identity as managers and as consumers in order to pro-
actively reduce risk. If retail merchants, viewing themselves as consum-
ers, do not find slightly brown bananas, apples with 'spots', or products 
with only two days left until the best before date appealing, why would 
the consumers? The fact that managers refer to themselves as consum-
ers, i.e. draw on their consumer subjectivity, acknowledges the institution-
alization of consumerism within the organizational field. This turns pre-
vious dialectical relations between producers and consumers (Miller, 
2001; Holt, 2002; Kozinets, 2002) problematic. Because the scale of the 
impact from something going wrong in the eyes of food produc-
tion/retail managers is put to its extremist forms (see above), mangers 
express that they have to adjust their focus on food safety accordingly. 
From this perspective, consumerist discourse mediated through the mar-
ket strengthens regulative consumer protectionism. Rather than merely 
reacting to the dangers associated with, for example, the spread of bacte-
ria, managers increasingly act proactively to reduce risk. As suggested in 
part I, management draws on their own subjectivities not as experts but 
as consumers (‘professional consumers’). 
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 In arguing that social welfare in advanced European liberalism has 
come to rely on a generalized technology of risk, Rose (2008: 159) draws 
attention to how consumers come to increasingly rely on a system that 
“stifles responsibility, inhibits risk taking, induces dependency”. The 
institutionalization of consumerism is manifested in the development of 
various forms of organizational micro practices struggling with consum-
ers. Retailers disposing of large quantities of food several days before the 
best before dates expire constitute perhaps the most striking illustration 
of radicalized forms of consumer risk reduction. Through removing and 
disposing of the products the retailers and manufacturers too reproduce 
a consumerism in which consumers are crafted as safe subjects in and 
beyond the organization. Fusing the organization with the consumer, 
retailers act (externalization) by removing products approaching their 
best before dates, and when other retailers interpret this as having a 
meaning beyond the mere act itself, others follow. In part I, some of the 
merchants described how they felt forced to throw away large quantities 
of food against their will because their competitors did so. Moreover, 
other managers pointed out that consumers do not tolerate 'bad dates'. 
Facilitating the process of institutionalization, then, this consumerism 
has retailers internalizing these actions to the degree that they become a 
standard for organizational legitimacy. Disposing of food before the best 
before dates expire becomes appropriate conduct in the market, among 
retailers, and perhaps in everyday life among consumers as part of the 
institutional field and who come to internalize these aspects as 'normal' 
conduct. Here, power operated through both regulative institutional 
mechanisms, which regularize social action through laws and rules, and 
normative mechanisms, which highlight the prescriptive, evaluative, and 
obligatory dimensions of action (Scott, 2008: 51). 
 
 Therefore, the notion of risk reduction is crucial to the organizations’ 
legitimacy in the market (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer, 1994). As 
expressed by the managers, date labels are “good in that they create a 
sense of safety for consumers” and consumerism mediates the emer-
gence of normative institutions guiding corporate actors in their quest 
for legitimacy (Scott 2009). The risk of consumers becoming sick from 
eating rotten food has to be reduced further than to the level of the real 
life span of the product, and long margins often are included in the life 
span chosen. In this sense, to further reduce the risks associated with 
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reputation and damaged legitimacy from consuming bodies actually be-
coming harmed from digesting bad food, these production practices also 
contributes to the institutionalization process further whereby managers 
internalizes consumer conduct into their practices (cf. Douglas, 1986; 
Scott, 2008: 185). 
 
 Managers who slip between their subjectivities as managers and as 
consumers blur the formal boundaries between the organization and the 
consumer, and as managers come to utilize their own subjectivities as 
consumers in their organizational practices, they come to constitute the 
organization and managerial subjectivity as well. Consumerism institu-
tionalized in managerial conduct, in this sense, organizations do not only 
dialectically respond to consumer agency, seeking to reformulate consumer 
subjectivity into new market opportunities (Holt, 2002; Thompson, 
2004), indeed, rather, they consult consumer agency, optimize it and in-
corporate it further into the organization for the purposes of legitimacy. 

Predictable consumption 

In describing the progressive integration of the body further into various 
efficient and economic systems at its disposal, Foucault (1980a: 139) 
draws attention to how the human body increasingly becomes an object 
of control in modern forms of government. In part I above, consumer-
ism establishes the consuming body as an unpredictable entity that 
makes otherwise rational consumers unpredictable in the sense that they 
cannot be trusted. Consumers are described as 'uneducated' and have to 
be 'taught how' to handle the products. In short, managers consider date 
labels as helping consumers in their consumption practices. Not trusting 
consumers to know how consume food without the dates, organizations 
seek to build consumers’ trust in them instead by making sure all dates 
are ‘good dates’. For example, managers describe their practices of re-
moving products with 'bad dates’ that may reduce consumers' trust in the 
corporation or their products. From the organizational point of view, 
thus, the consumer cannot be trusted and for reasons of control, he or 
she has to be convinced into trusting the organization instead. Constitut-
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ing predictable everyday consumption, then, the consumerism mediated by 
organizations craft the predictable subject by both distrusting consumers 
and building their trust in the organization. 

Constituting consuming subjects by building trust 

As discussed in the previous section, the managerial practices of part I 
reproduce a particular governmental rationality (governmentality) seeking 
to organize how consumers dispose of and consume food (cf. Foucault, 
2000c). It was argued that because food is a commercial object that the 
body consumes, this governmentality entails an active organization of 
consumers and their bodies (Falk, 1997: 51). As managers view their 
work as risk reducing for consumers and for themselves through the 
consumer, organizations seek to construct a consumer that is effective in 
terms of production and the market. Moreover, because consumers and 
their bodies are seen as risks (to themselves and to the organization), 
they are also unpredictable and cannot be trusted completely. In their 
struggle with consumers, thus, managers express a productive distrust of 
the consumer as an agent capable of handling food in safe ways. It is 
productive in the sense that the distrust crafts a consuming subject that 
can be worked upon by the organization.  
 
 Organizations work with food labeling to build consumer trust. Based 
on the consumerism expressed by the managers in part I, consumers are 
subjects that need to be ‘secured’. Food labeling enables managers to 
direct consumers (and their bodies) in certain directions, where the dates 
function as a totem against which the consuming body is encouraged to 
dance. Examples include retailers organizing their shelves according to 
the dates, placing the oldest products in the front facing the shoppers. 
Or retailers developing micro practices 'to fool' the consumer, arranging 
the products in the shelves in particular ways or shifting the prices on the 
shelf labels instead of labeling products that are about to expire with 
'50%' tags. In so doing, retailers are able to constrain the emergence of 
consumer conduct seeking out (less fresh) food to a lower cost instead of 
buying (fresh) food at the original price. Moreover, in this mediation of 
consumerism, retailers develop other practices of removing products 
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according to systemized logistics in which employees are mobilized with 
schemas based on consumer expectations of, for example, shelf lives, to 
show them when products should be removed from shelves. Other ex-
amples include manufacturers 'standardizing' their labeling procedures in 
ways not to contradict consumers' expectations of the shelf life. Various 
manufacturers may produce products that could last for many years but 
still decide to label them with a 'standardized' shelf life in order not to 
confuse the consumers and the effective ways in which they have been 
thought how to consume. 
 

In this way, organizations constitute a consumer that is prone to read 
the labels rather than utilize their bodies to smell and taste expired food. 
This consumer can rely on the labels and feel confident. As a trustful 
consumer emerge, a more predictable consumption practice follows. 
Mediating consumerism and struggling with NFA regulations, retailers 
may come to re-label products they consider still of reasonable quality, as 
in the Minced meat scandal. Such actions underscore an institution in 
which consumer trust functions as an important reproductive mecha-
nism. To the extent that consumers internalize this institution, then, the 
consuming body is not only acted upon, by force, but also voluntarily 
shaped through the subjectivity of the consumer. 

Facilitating consumer trust by managing organizational legitimacy 

The participants commonly refer to the consumer as an individual lack-
ing in knowledge and in need of information. Information is considered 
as empowering in the sense that it presents the consumer with more 
choices in consumption (Wright et al., 2006). Label practices and man-
agement direct consumer choice in certain directions in which consum-
ers become trustworthy in the sense that they come to rely on the infor-
mation. Moreover, in relation to the constitution of an effective con-
sumption above, part I suggests that organizations engaging in practices 
that dispose of products before the best before date reduce the institu-
tional complexity of dealing with consuming bodies as risks. Although 
selling such products past their dates would not mean that retailers were 
transgressing state regulation, but rather that they would be transgressing 
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what is considered as norm among other actors in the institutional field. 
Here, normative and cultural-cognitive institutional mechanisms not only 
encourage retailers to waste edible food, but such practices also mediate 
anatomo-politics and the first pole of bio-power. 
 
 Conformity to these institutions of the date labels as regulative, nor-
mative and cultural-cognitive therefore brings legitimacy to the organiza-
tion and strengthens its chance of survival as part of the institutional 
field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer, 1994). The consumerism ex-
pressed/mediated by managers in, for example, standardizing the shelf 
life of products in accordance with consumers' expectations of the prod-
ucts rather than products' real shelf life lends legitimacy to the organiza-
tion. This brings legitimacy to the organization in the sense that the 
manufacturer or retailer's activities come to correlate with consumers' 
expectations in the market (Handelman & Arnold, 1999). For the man-
agers, consumers expect particular shelf lives of particular products. By 
collecting these expectations from consumers and embedding these in 
the process deciding new products shelf lives, corporations reproduce 
and confirm these expectations and, thus, build consumer trust. Howev-
er, this also constrains the consumers in the sense of not giving them the 
benefits of, for example, new manufacturing or packaging techniques. In 
part I, the meat producer who shortened the dates on a product although 
they had developed new techniques for extending the shelf life is an ex-
ample of this. As noted by Scott (2008: 185), in this way a particular or-
ganization is able to ‘capture’ and thus direct the actions of others (i.e. 
consumers) in the organizational field. To the extent that consumers 
consume food in relation to the dates, this meat producer enforce a con-
strained type of consumer agency upon the consuming body beyond the 
ability of the consuming self to resist, and to practice consumption they 
way they could. 
 
 This corporation was thus about to launch the product with the new 
extended date until the marketing department noticed the shelf life was 
not coherent with other shelf lives on other products. To maintain con-
sumer trust, organizations have to monitor consumers and collect their 
expectations on shelf lives. This often involves techniques of monitoring 
themselves as consumers, i.e. how one consumes in everyday life. In this 
manner, organizations are able to make consumers predictable by stand-
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ardizing and rationalizing the information about the products further in 
relation to the agency actually exerted. This can be achieved by, for ex-
ample, incorporating new products into existing standards and by con-
stantly comparing ‘the new’ product characteristics with ‘the old’ in order 
to avoid deviation from the norm. In this way, corporations confirm and 
reproduce consumers' (sometimes) asymmetric expectations on shelf 
lives of food and therefore maintain legitimacy. The focus on maintain-
ing system trust becomes inherent to the most fundamental processes 
concerning food supply management in the market. Consequences in-
clude the large quantities of food waste generated by the retailers as un-
sold products approach their best before dates and are thus removed 
from the shelves for the sake of the consumer. 
 
 Consumerist discourses about consumer rights and empowerment are 
powerful means of subjection of people, and discourses to which a range 
of agents can subscribe, from government agencies to marketing consul-
tancies working the large scale food producing corporations and through 
which they may govern (Hodgson, 2002). As suggested in part I, the 
organization of consumers is a struggle with not only consumers as 
shoppers and customers but also with the political notion of the con-
sumer, i.e. with regulative institutions. As discussed in chapter 4, the 
state (through the NFA) is highly concerned with food safety and the 
management procedures of consumer food products by manufacturers 
and retailers. For example, to make food safe for consumers, the proce-
dures for and prescriptions of meat handling in grocery stores are minute 
in detail and demand careful attention to close monitoring and documen-
tation of employee conduct. This type of standardizing of conduct in-
creases the predictabilities of the outcomes in which there is little room 
for 'surprise' (Ritzer, 2004: 15). 
 
 Managerial resistance to the consumerism of the NFA does not only 
arise in dialectical response to intervention, but managers come to resist 
power by developing alternative, cynical subjectivities directed toward 
regulative principles. Examples include retail managers referring to how 
self-control programs negatively influence more and more aspects of 
how they organize food handling in the stores, and consequently, the 
space in which they interact with consumers. Indeed, retailers are not 
trusted to manage food in the stores based on their own evaluation and 
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'professional bodies' (charcutiers, etc.), which are thus systematically re-
moved from evaluation processes that are allowed by NFA standards. 
More than rationalizing the human body in reference to system rationali-
ty (Ritzer, 2004), but actively disposing of it (Butler, 1997: 91), reformu-
lating it and establishing system trust (Luhmann, 1979). Returning to the 
notion of generated food waste, retailers are not forced by law to dispose 
of products as the best before dates expire. Yet, retailers do so in order 
to maintain legitimacy in the institutional field. To a certain extent, the 
‘unpredictable' and affective body is systematically removed to maintain 
and reproduce predictability within the system. 

Distrust as the functional equivalent for trust 

In his discussion on social systems, Luhmann (1979) notes that trust 
developed in any type of system, such as the market, can be related to 
the reduction of cultural complexity. The emergence of (any type) of 
system trust reduces complexity by moving beyond available knowledge 
and generalizes expectations of conduct by replacing missing infor-
mation with an internally guaranteed security (ibid. p. 93). However, for 
Luhmann (1979: 71) not only trust but distrust too reduces cultural com-
plexity and uncertainty. Distrust is therefore a functional equivalent of 
trust (ibid.). In part I, trusting consumers to use their bodies by tasting 
and smelling food is associated with many risks, and managers who ex-
press distrust toward consumers instead are able to reduce cultural com-
plexity of struggling with the unmanageable consumer (Gabriel & Lang, 
2006). Through their distrust, then, organizations constitute a predictable 
consumer. 
 
 In part I, retailers refer to how they are forced by consumers to waste 
products approaching best before because one never knows with certain-
ty what happens to such food in the possession of the consumer. Be-
cause consumers cannot be trusted completely, they have to be con-
vinced into trusting the organization instead. Practicing distrust, managers 
seek to earn consumers’ trust in them instead, for example, by empathiz-
ing with agentic consumers ‘demanding’ nothing but perfectly looking 
and fresh products, while still removing everything else. For these man-
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agers, removing ‘bad’ looking products from the shelves in the super-
market becomes a way to earn consumers’ trust in the organization 
without having to trust the consumers. Moreover, forced by the state to 
incorporate the notion of the consumer through regulative institutional 
mechanisms, managerial bodies too are objects of distrust by the state. 
An illustrative example is the merchant who described how he was not 
allowed by NFA regulation to re-label consumer meat products in the 
store based on his own embodied expertise. Struggling with this institu-
tional distrust targeted upon the human body, managers in their roles as 
professionals are able to develop alternative subjectivities as consumers. 
In referring to themselves as consumers, these managers describe how 
they practice consumption knowing that, for example, meat only gets 
better if it’s a bit green or past its date, or how cheese cannot get old by 
lying in a shelf and expiring but, rather, cheese gets better through time. 
Struggling to integrate the notion of the consumer into the organization, 
then, these managers contest consumerism by developing subjectivities 
as ‘more knowledgeable’ consumers than others. Moreover, these man-
agers come to develop consumption practices in which they eat meat and 
cheese past their dates and thus actively utilize their bodies seeking to 
contest contemporary regulations. The Minced meat scandal commonly 
referred to in part I may be seen in this light, i.e. as managers seeking to 
resist consumerist regulation. As employees of the organization, these 
managers may acknowledge food policy and regulations and act compli-
ant, but as consumers they may contest this regulation through reluc-
tance and cynicism (cf. Mikkonen, Moisander & Firat, 2011). As a result, 
managers mediate a form of altered consumerism that both builds con-
sumer trust in the organization and reduces system complexity by repro-
ducing an institutional distrust of the human body. 

Agentic consumption 

The last theme of organizational consumerism identified in part I, which 
is parallel to the constitution of effective and predictable consumption, is 
agentic everyday consumption. The making of agentic consumers refers to 
how organizational consumerism seeks responsibilize or craft people as 
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responsible consuming subjects that are able to self-govern in consump-
tion, but self-govern in 'prudent' ways (Hodgson, 2002). This relates to 
consumer agency in the sense that consumers are constructed as subjects 
that reflexively and proactively must re-invent for themselves in their 
identities and practices as food consumers (Lockie, 2009: 200). In this 
notion of the consumer, consumer agency is not something that is prac-
ticed by consumers in opposition to the market infused by the culture of 
consumerism (Holt, 2002; Kozinets, 2002), but as the result of it. 

Constituting consuming subjects by responsibilization 

As noted in chapter 4, for the NFA, consumers just have to use their 
bodily senses (smell, touch, taste, etc.) to decide for themselves whether 
or not consume food after the best before date. Indeed, as sometimes 
expressed by manufacturing and retail managers in part I above, the date 
labels of food are recommendations to consumers, not rules-- as is com-
monly observed, that there is nothing that suggests that the products 
cannot be consumed after the dates. There are, however, many risks at-
tached to practices of supplying expired food to consumers, and selling 
products after the best before dates is too large a responsibility for the 
retailers to bear, which thus finds it hard to guarantee food quality after 
the dates. 
 
 Retailers operate between the manufacturer and the consumer in the 
trajectory of the food in the market. As described in part I, retailers, like 
the consumers, are left with the responsibility to decide whether to sell 
products after the best before dates. Most of the contemporary products 
are packaged and, so to say, 'distanced' from the body. Therefore, as 
suggested in part I, in order to prevent situations in which customers 
accidently buy 'expired' products, the food retailers in the present study 
tend to dispose of unsold products before the best before dates expire. As 
discussed above, retailers struggle with this in different ways: by express-
ing cynicism (cf. Mikkonen et al., 2011) toward rules and contemporary 
conditions for conducting retail and managers learn to 'make do' with the 
existing institutional conditions at order (cf. de Certeau, 1988). However, 
by not selling products past their best before dates, retailers also remove 
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the choice of consumers to buy these products and, to the extent that 
consumers actually are willing to buy products closer to expiration or 
past it, organizations constrain consumers' to consume food in alterna-
tive ways, i.e. ways not 'intended' by the manufacturers (cf. Ozanne & 
Murray, 1995). By removing from the market products that are about to 
expire (i.e. products not consistent with the cultural norms and regula-
tions of what counts as fresh food in grocery stores), retailers limit the 
choice of consumers of whether or not to buy products. 
 
 There are two aspects of this consumerism coming to expression: one 
aspect concerns the formal boundaries of the 'organization of the mar-
ket', and the food products being in the management of retailers. Before 
the dates on the products have expired, the responsibility of the products 
is with the manufacturer as long as the retailer can show documentation 
that the store’s food handling procedures meet the condition of the 
products (this relates to self-regulation programs). As suggested by the 
narratives in part I, when the best before date of a product expires, the 
manufacturer's responsibility for the quality of that particular product 
‘ends’ and responsibility transfers to the retailer in the market. Con-
cerned about their legitimacy in the market and the risks of consumers 
getting harmed from bad products, or experiencing their products and 
brands in a bad way, retailers refer to consumers as those who are re-
sponsible for the large amounts of waste generated. By coercive power 
mechanisms (Scott, 2008: 79) framed as bio-political regulatory controls, 
retailers are forced into disposing the food as waste. This disposal is 
done because the retailers cannot shoulder the responsibility of valuing 
the quality of the products themselves in relation to the regulatory con-
trols of the consuming body. 
 
 The second aspect concerns the responsibility transferred upon con-
sumers themselves through the date labels. In itself, the term 'best be-
fore' is responsibilizing in that it establishes clear boundaries between 
corporate (e.g. retailer or manufacturer) and individual responsibility. As 
consumers buy and bring products into their homes, the responsibility 
transfers upon them to handle the products in a correct manner until 
they are consumed. When a product expires, consumers need to use their 
own bodies and senses to value the attributes of the products. If the 
consumer fails to understand what certain risks and responsibilities 
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might imply in real terms, i.e. in terms of his or her own life, then that 
failure is somehow his/her and his/her alone. Entailing a process of 
responsibilization of the subject, these two aspects suggest that consum-
erism crafts an agentic consumer which is able to control itself if con-
sumption (cf. Rose, 2008), who, then, is forced to deal with this respon-
sibility in different ways. Consumers are thus both responsibilized and 
constrained in their responsibilities in the sense that they are provided 
with choice, but not any choices the could imagine. 

Effecting control at a distance 

As argued by Deleuze (1995b), in contemporary society people are no 
longer primarily divided by means of expert systems based on discipli-
nary procedures (cf. Giddens, 1990), such as the family and its socializing 
functions; the hospital as a site of confinement (of the mad or of the 
sick); or schools and other state agencies in a similar manner. Drawing 
attention to the undoing of control mechanisms from the enclosed sites 
of spatially restricted institutions, Deleuze (1995b, 1995a) argues that con-
trols have become immanent to society (see also Hardt & Negri, 2001). 
In this 'control society', it is not that people, i.e. consumers, are increas-
ingly controlled but that there is an increased focus on control as such. 
For Deleuze (1988), rather than being increasingly 'controlled', contem-
porary consumers are part of an environment in which 'control' reaches 
into all aspects of human conduct. 
 
 The organization of consumerism that comes to expression in the 
corporate narratives of part I is not merely something that constrains 
consumer cultures by producing ‘compliant’ subjects and repressive de-
pendencies. It also structures the capacities of consumers to act respon-
sible and in agentic ways -- to control themselves in consumption. Inher-
ent in such consumerism is a logic in which responsibility is both driven 
into individual consumers and taken from them. For the managers of 
part I, this comes to be expressed in a particular form of customer-
centric discourse (marketing management) and moral discourse in which 
managers shift between blaming and empathizing with consumers. Such 
discourse serves to legitimize corporate conduct, generating large 
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amounts of food waste. Neither food manufacturers nor retailers are 
forced by law to withdraw their products from the market as the best 
before dates run out. However, regulative and normative institutions that 
operate through coercive and normative power mechanisms force retail-
ers to adapt to proper rules of conduct in the institutional field. This is 
problematic because the shelf lives often include long safety margins 
before products start losing their quality. Selling products to consumers 
after the best before dates would mean to shoulder responsibility from 
the manufacturers for what could happen to consumers eating those 
products. As such, however, retailers are able to avoid responsibility over 
consumers eating and drinking products that may be of bad quality, re-
sponsibility which they otherwise would have had to take over from the 
manufacturers. From the perspective of the consumer, if one 'fails' to eat 
or drink a purchased product before its best before date, the date com-
municate that the product supplier (i.e. the manufacturer or the retailer) 
no longer guarantees that it is 'at its best'. It also implies that the supplier 
cannot be held responsible over the consequences (e.g. getting sick) from 
consuming the products. This implies that the consumers do not merely 
‘choose’ how to progress; rather, the responsibility, and therefore, the 
possible consequences (i.e. risks) rest on the consumer. 
 
 This process of organizing consumer responsibility is most illustrative 
when consumers are blamed for all the waste generated by retailers in 
their questionable removal of products with 'short dates'. Blame is a way 
to direct responsibility (Douglas, 1992) and by blaming consumers for 
the waste generated in the stores, managers are able to transfer responsi-
bility from the actions of the organization to the consumers. Moreover, 
because most retailers have put into system to dispose of unsold prod-
ucts before the best before dates, situations when consumers are faced 
with 'expired' food products are most likely to occur in the homes of the 
consumers. This may be compared with the opposite situation, i.e. con-
sumers handling expired food in the grocery stores. In this case, con-
sumers would be buying products from the retailer who is (legislatively) 
responsible. Rather than confining the choice of the consumers (Murray 
& Ozanne, 1991), consumers are constrained by their freedom to make 
choices (Rose, 2008). This consumerism therefore crafts a consuming 
subject to follow from an organization of (consumer) choices around the 
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operations of markets and conflating this choice to (consumer) freedom 
(Du Gay, 1996). 

Summary 

The first type of consumerism coming to expression in part I seeks to 
reduce various forms of risks in relations with consuming bodies. Con-
stituting an effective consumption, consumerism is institutionalized in con-
sumer culture through an incorporation of the consuming body into the 
production systems. Consuming bodies, seen as unpredictable objects in 
these systems are turned into active subjects of regulatory controls ef-
fected by corporations. Because consumers cannot be trusted to use 
their bodies, they have to be worked upon as distrusted subjects and 
made into trusting the information - labeling - provided to them more 
than their bodies. 
 
 Further, by building consumer trust, organizations constitute a more 
predictable consumption in which the consumer is able to practice consump-
tion in self-controlled manner. Finally, therefore, the organizational rec-
reation of state consumerism effects bio-power by constructing an agentic 
consumption in which the consumer is able to make personal but prudent 
choices in consumption. This aspect of the consumer relates to consum-
er agency in that consumers control themselves (i.e. consume in adequate 
ways) in spaces (i.e. the market) of regulated freedom. Described as 'shelf 
diggers' or being ascribed responsibility for all the waste generated in the 
market, consumers are made object and subject to a consumerism that is 
conveyed as a form of responsibilization. 
 
 Moreover, constituting a disembodied consumption, managers are 
forced in consumerism to remove their own professional bodies and 
sensory perceptions. Indeed, managers and particularly retailers miss their 
bodies and their abilities of smelling, touching and tasting food, evaluating its 
quality for supply to consumers. 
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 In the end, these occurrences associated with consumerism at the 
meso level of scale generate an active consuming subject. As such, con-
sumers actively struggle with consumerism. Let us therefore turn to the 
final part of the study concerned with how consumers perform con-
sumption at the micro level of scale. 
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Chapter 6: 
Performing consumption 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, it was argued that corporate consumerism con-
stitutes consumption as effective, predictable and agentic in terms of 
power. In part I of this chapter, I investigate how people perform con-
sumption by managing themselves as consumers at the micro level. I do 
so by illustrating consumers' talk about food and date labels consump-
tion (discursive practices), as well as, to an extent limited to the interview 
occasion, the non-discursive practices of disposing of food in their re-
frigerators and kitchens. This entails a process of analyzing the constitu-
tion of consumption and consumer subjectivity in part II. 
 
 The findings are presented in four themes. The first theme, ‘the em-
bodied struggle with information’, refers to how date labels are used by 
consumers as a complement to the body and the sensory perceptions. 
However, this complementary use of date labels sometimes results in 
embodied contradictions between 'the mind' and 'the senses', e.g. smell. 
The second theme, 'disgust is the embodied trigger', therefore refers to 
how such embodied contradictions come to expression in terms of dis-
gust of food naturally deteriorated, e.g. spots on apples or sticky sub-
stances or, as perceived by some of the participants, short best before 
dates. The third theme, 'disposing by forgetting and arranging', refers to 
the practices developed by consumers to cope with such disgust. The 
forth and final theme, 'Freeganism: contesting excess by consuming 
waste' refers to particular instances of a more radical form of struggle 
arising in the wake of date labeling. The chapter begins in part I with 
presenting the data, 'consumers struggling with dates and disgust. This is 
followed by an analysis in part II, 'constituting responsible consumption'. 
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Part I: 
Consumers struggling with dates and disgust 

The embodied struggle with information 

In their talk about freshness in food, consumers inevitably refer to the 
issue of best before dates or ‘date labels’ as commonly denoted, illustrat-
ing what seems to be indifference regarding the conceptual differences 
between ‘best before’ and ‘use-by’. In consumers’ expressions and articu-
lations, ‘date labels’ are referred as a synonym for ‘freshness’, i.e. as if 
one were the substitute for the other. The following quote of Lisbeth, 
54, is illustrative, i.e. how ‘dates’ come to be referred to as freshness by 
the consumers. In the quote, she explains how “short dates” (cf. short 
durations) on minced meat makes her want to dispose of the products: 

Fresh yes. But I also mean that it is like this, if you for example have forgotten 
about minced meat which you have, I mean when you got food lying in the 
fridge, then it can be that you have planned to cook. Minced meat often got a 
short date on it, so there it can be that it’s best before the day after. And then I 
think, well, I will cook this tomorrow so it’s cool. And then, maybe it doesn’t 
happen because, well, something else comes in the way, so you might forget 
about the minced meat. I throw it away (Lisbeth, 54). 

For Lisbeth, the use-by date on a package of minced meat, only exceeded 
by one day, it is not a question about examining (i.e. looking, smelling, 
etc.) the product to determine whether it may still be fresh, it is simply 
not edible anymore: it is disposed of based on the information of the 
date label. As described by her, of course she can smell products such as 
meat in order to see if it is fresh, but in most cases, and especially con-
cerning meat and the like, she disposes of it directly. 
 
Lisbeth goes on to describe how her husband disposed of all her spices 
because he observed that dates had expired several years ago. As she 
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describes it, the spices were not old because she had continuously 
bought refill packages for the old jars. 

Lisbeth: Well, spices, yes. And it’s kind of funny, because..., I..., that is, when one 
buys [it] then, one is dumb-greedy really, but there are these spices in bags, and 
then one needs a jar to put them in. And then, when one finishes a jar, [one] ra-
ther buys a bag and then one refills it, and then it says a different date. So, some-
times X [husband] didn’t get it, so he threw away all my spices. 
 
Carl: Best before, like -88? 
 
Lisbeth: Precisely. ‘What the fuck!’, he said, this is spice old as hell, and off it 
went. And then I said, ‘where are all my spices?’. ‘Well, I disposed of them, of 
course’, he said. Because he didn’t get it, he didn’t think that I refilled them. So 
it’s a thing... 
 
Carl: Right, crazy! 
 
Lisbeth: Well, it happens. So it can be both good and evil this thing with the 
dates. [...] but I think it’s good, I think it’s good with the dates because one 
knows, kind of, both when it [food] is packaged and when it’s supposed to be 
consumed (Lisbeth, 54). 

For the consumers, as illustrated by Lisbeth’s stories above, date labels 
are good in the sense “that one knows both when it’s packaged and 
when it shall be consumed”. One does not have to care that much be-
cause someone else cares for you. For example, preferring fresher food 
to less fresher food, Lisbeth usually selected milk packages with the 
“best” date labels. 

Yes, but I mean that’s how one does. I mean, if I shop for milk, then I look, do 
they all have 1st of September or do some have 27th of August? Then of course, 
then I put it back, and only take 1st of September on the milk, so that I have the 
same duration on them all straight through (Lisbeth, 54). 

Similarly, Vera explains that date labels serve to guide in the planning 
and organization of the coming week’s consumption. By consulting the 
labels, she is able to structure her eating in ways that take into account 
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the order in which the products are preferably consumed in the freshest 
possible manner. 

But if you have a best before date, then you’ll at least have a point of direction 
that this should not smell. So its like, it helps, if one will shop for a week at a 
time, so you’ll get the point of direction (Vera, 55). 

Lisa also feels that the best before dates help her avoid the risk of be-
coming ill from consuming old food. 

… after that date one should not drink it or should not eat it [...] I mean, I really 
don't know, I guess I'm afraid of bacteria. That is, deceases or whatever. That's 
why I don't want to eat old [food](Lisa, 24). 

By actively arranging food consumption according to the dates, Lisa is 
able to feel secure and in better control of what she is eating. In these 
ways, the consumers use the date labels in their practice to structure their 
choices of arranging consumption in such-and-such a way as to optimize 
food consumption. For both Lisa and Lisbeth, if products kept in the 
refrigerator expire, it is not so much a matter of smelling or tasting the 
food because “it still tends to smell bad” (Lisa, 24). 
 
In a similar manner, Lisbeth describes how the dates help in avoiding 
getting sick from food consumption by referring to the 2007 media 
scandal in which ICA. 

I mean, it was really stupid of this ICA-store to re-label the minced meat. I mean, 
it's so stupid. Because people will turn against you, because no one wants to get 
sick, that's how it is (Lisbeth, 54). 

On the contrary, explaining how he always uses his bodily senses, Ras-
mus, 55, refers to how he avoids getting sick by smelling and tasting 
food. For him, throwing food away because of the date labels is not an 
option. 
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No, no, we never do that, but we always use our smell so value if it’s okay or not 
to eat. And that [also] goes for the food we have produced and eaten, then we 
save the rest, then one eats it as lunch the day after or the next. I mean, maybe 
not many do that. [...] Because we notice, a lot of friends, well, family or friends, 
they just dispose of everything (Rasmus, 55). 

For Rasmus and his wife, it is important to distance themselves from 'the 
others' (friends and family members) who they feel tend to dispose of 
food merely by the dates. For him, nothing is disposed of on a whim; 
rather, he always uses his body, his smell, taste and touch to value the 
products as edible or not. In contradiction, Kalle finds it hard to use his 
smell: 

But I have some sort of trouble with it, it’s in my head that I shouldn’t eat it. But 
I really think it’s stupid, because it smells good. [...] I see myself, I’ve got some 
old package of milk in the fridge, I just keep on moving it all the time because it’s 
getting old. I don’t know why (Kalle, 20). 

For Kalle as for some of the other participants, this is a difficult topic to 
discuss, which most probably is because the use of one’s body in practic-
es of food consumption is not something done at a conscious level, but 
in more routinized and habitual ways. Many of the consumers find them-
selves baffled in making sense about these things. As Kalle puts it, “the 
new feels much fresher, even though I know it’s not...” As illustrated by 
these quotes, consumers tend to refer to date labels in various ways, of-
ten showing a lack of trust in themselves and their bodies. Some of the 
participants, however, pointed out that they always use their senses but 
still tend to through the food away. For the participants giving expres-
sion to their sense-making activities, food freshness is something im-
portant and which is closely related and interwoven with date labels in an 
embodied struggle with information. 
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Disgust as the embodied trigger 

In describing their food disposal in the kitchen, the participants repeat-
edly articulated disgust about the natural processes of food deterioration. 
This involved expressing dislike about food considered as old or odd in 
some sense, for example, apples with spots on them, brown bananas, 
changes in texture on mushrooms etc. In the following example, Jenny, 
28, explains how the refrigerator sometimes “becomes dirty”, filled with 
“disgusting” things like onion leafs or sticky substances from leaking jars, 
and that she often needs to “clean out” the refrigerator. 

And always when I notice it’s disgusting, that there is dirt in the fridge. Like, it’s 
become lots of onion leafs, or like it has run something from a jar, then I feel 
disgusted, and then I have to clean the fridge and clear it all out (Jenny, 28). 

For Jenny, storing food in the refrigerator means that it has to be cleaned 
out on a regular basis. 

I mean, I maybe clear the fridge once a week (Jenny, 28). 

The mere recollection of “sticky substances” or surrounding leafs from 
an onion repulses Jenny who considers herself as a person who only eats 
fresh and healthy food. For Jenny, the basic thought of eating old food 
disgusts her. 

That is, I am probably one of those ‘fresh people’. I don’t check for the price, 
and I don’t care which country it’s from. I only check if it looks nice [sv. fräsch]. 
And the nicer it looks, the better I think it is, so I buy it (Jenny, 28). 

As for Jenny, how things visually ‘look’ is a reoccurring issue for the 
participants. For Jenny, once the feeling of distaste is evoked, she feels 
compelled to clear out the entire refrigerator, not only the sticky sub-
stances or leafs initially noticed. In this sense, the embodied feeling of 
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disgust makes Jenny develop particular practices of disposal which makes 
here more at ease. As soon as those objects which are considered as dis-
tasteful are removed, she immediately feels at ease again. 
 
 Consumers’ like Jenny, who are concerned with freshness and clean-
ness also become an issue for consumers when they shop for food in the 
grocery stores. For the participants, grocery stores that house ‘fresh 
items’ (sv. fräscha) are considered ‘good stores’. In the following quote, 
Sven, 28, explains how the look of vegetables matters for him and func-
tions in many cases as an indicator of the store’s more general food han-
dling procedures. This helps him to value the store as a ‘good’ place to 
shop for food or not. 

No but the thing is, that is, it’s [the speed of goods circling] enormous, I mean a 
store, a store like ICA Maxi, it got such a enormous circulation speed of goods. I 
mean, if you enter an ICA or Vivo [small Swedish retailer], then it’s not the same 
thing [between them] on vegetables, for example, and we eat a lot of vegetables, 
which makes it [at ICA] more fresh and, primarily, nicer [sv. fräschare] looking. I 
mean, the difference between ICA and Vivo is enormous. I mean, the difference 
between mushrooms, I have to say, is enormous between Vivo and ICA Maxi. I 
mean, it’s such a speed of goods. At ICA Maxi one never finds anything wrong, 
that something is really bad, but when we complement with goods from Vivo, 
then one sees it, one kind of ‘well...’. Then maybe one doesn’t buy at all; because 
one thinks their cleanliness [sv. fräschhet] isn’t the same, because they don’t have 
the same speed at the goods, which makes it kind of half-squidgy (Sven, 28). 

For Sven, large superstores such as ICA Maxi are more attractive than 
small ones because of the circulation speed of the larger stores. As he 
describes it, compared to a small store such as Vivo (Swedish retail 
chain), at ICA Maxi “one never finds anything wrong, anything bad” 
because things move at such a speed, whereas at Vivo things often “get 
to be half-squidgy”. On the other hand, at ICA “the freshness is enor-
mous”. Sven appreciates shopping at ICA Maxi because he never dis-
covers bad products.  
 
Lisa, 24, avoids food that is not perfect in character. Brown bananas, for 
example, are avoided because they do not look good. Lisa, being a care-
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ful shopper, would rather leave the store without buying anything than 
come home with inferior products.  

Only because it’s cheap, it doesn’t mean that we buy it if it doesn’t look good. I 
mean, I don’t want bananas that are yellow-brown, then I don’t buy bananas. [...] 
I mean, if a cucumber is hurt somewhere, then I’d rather pick another one, you 
know (Lisa, 24)? 

Therefore, as Lisa shops for groceries, she only picks the products that 
meet her criteria of looking fresh. Lisa holds to the same hard line when 
she is home cooking. In the following example, Lisa explains how she 
avoids using damaged or spoiled leaves in her salads.  

Lisa: Yes, that is if I have opened up a salad’s head and it’s bad, then I throw it 
away, straight off. 
 
Carl: You mean, you have opened it up and have put it in the fridge, and it turns 
bad? 
 
Lisa: Yes, then I throw it away. 
 
Carl: What’s ‘bad’ about it, is it rotten? 
 
Lisa: Yes, or but I mean..., you try to peel it off, but I get rid of it straight away. I 
think it feels..., it doesn’t feel nice [sv. fräsch]. When one sees it..., no, ugh (Lisa, 
24)! 

Therefore, if something starts looking spoiled, everything must go, even 
the good parts. It simply does not feel good (sv. fräscht). Following the 
similar lines of sense making, Jenny tries to be as pro-active as possible 
when it comes to preventing food from becoming distasteful. 
 

I mean, it’s all these fresh produce. And then one buys, like, well, a cucumber, 
tomatoes, well, all those things. And I don’t really throw them away before they 
are bad, but..., they are on their way to turning bad. And then I know that we will 
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not use it. And then it can be a cucumber that is starting to get soft in one rear 
end. Then I know, okay, if I leave it then it will become even more disgusting 
(Jenny, 28). 

As this quote illustrates, for Jenny, food not consumed in time, particu-
larly perishables, sometimes goes bad in the refrigerator. For example, 
the food might be used for lunch the day after (which, as she explains, 
rarely happens). Sometimes, however, instead of waiting things out, it 
seems better to dispose of it immediately before the food turns disgust-
ing. In this way, consumers such as Jenny may develop micro practices 
of disposing of the products proactively in order to avoid feelings of 
disgust. Thus, to avoid being disgusted by products that are extremely 
bad, Jenny may use the date labels to optimize consumption. These la-
bels are productive of various forms of micro consumption practices 
among the participants. 
 
Jan, 24, expresses a dislike for perishables with mold. Jan feels there are 
no problems eating dry ‘shelf products’ like cereals after the best before 
date because these items do not become moldy. However, it is a com-
pletely different matter with perishables. 

But if feels, I mean it feels, the only thing I feel, it is that the taste becomes a bit 
worse. But on a fresh produce it turns moldy but that doesn’t happen on a dry 
product. And that, I think it’s the mold I react to (Jan, 24). 

Jan thinks it is okay to eat shelf products that are old in terms of date 
labeling (i.e. having past their best before date), but that he is careful in 
not eating perishables because they may become moldy as they approach 
their expiration dates. Particularly, for Jan and Lisa, mold and other phe-
nomenon emerging out of natural processes on perishables are associat-
ed with the risks of being exposed to dangerous bacteria. 

But I don’t know, I guess I’m afraid of bacteria. I mean, like deceases and such. 
That’s why I don’t want to eat old [food] (Lisa, 24). 
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Therefore, for the consumers, avoiding these risks are important and 
aversion to bad food items and the risk of harming one’s body are close-
ly related issues. Consumers are not necessarily ‘afraid’ of old food, but 
they dislike food that looks bad or that may turn bad in the near future. 
These expressions are often made in reference to mold or ‘mold-ability’, 
“squidgyness”, etc., i.e. the natural deteriorating process of food. In their 
articulations, participants refer to how food may be(come) disgusting, 
rather than what often is the case in everyday food consumption. 

Disposing by forgetting and arranging 

Although concerned with consulting the date labels on products and 
finding it hard to disregard the dates as a recommendation on how the 
food is meant to be consumed, the consumers express their desire not to 
waste food. 

It’s both, I think it is..., I think it is the way you’ve been raised, sort of [...] one 
tries to take care of what you’ve got. One tries to be careful with what you’ve got 
in some way. And the other is the public debate, that it is not sustainable to form 
the perspective of society to throw away things one could use. Independent of 
what it is. [...] I have a much better feeling if I throw away clothes, but clothes I 
seldom throw away, if they aren’t completely worn out. But then I leave it to be 
recycled. But it is a really nice feeling, because then one has cleaned out clothes 
that one doesn’t use, one thinks, oh, it’s so good, because one has created room 
for [new] and so on. However, that nice feeling doesn’t go for throwing away 
food, it doesn’t feel good to throw away food (Hasse, 38). 

Public opinion tells Hasse, 38, that it is not good to waste things, espe-
cially not food. He makes the comparison to cloths as a commercial ob-
ject. Cloths, as he puts it, can be recycled but food cannot, which makes 
food hard to waste. Similar to the views of the retail managers in chapter 
five, one should not waste food. Whereas the managers blame the con-
sumers for the waste of food, the consumers, as represented by Hasse, 
experience further anxiety and admit to not feeling particularly good 
about wasting food, which still inevitably sometimes happens. 
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It’s some kind of responsibility, because it’s possible today to leave things back 
when one thinks it will be taken care of in a correct manner (Hasse, 38). 

For Lisa, 24, wasting food is not something one should engage in. Alt-
hough admitting disposing of food at an almost everyday basis, she ex-
plains she should not. To cope with the anxiety of wasting food in her 
everyday food consumption, she avoids wasting too much food at one 
time. Instead, she tends to throw away the products over a longer period 
of time.  

It depends on how much I waste, I can tell you that. If I throw away a lot, like 
this [waves hands], then it’s like, shit!, someone else could have eaten this. But if 
I throw away one thing here and one thing there, then it doesn’t feel that bad 
(Lisa, 24). 

As illustrated here, by not wasting too much at once, consumers are bet-
ter able to cope in their everyday consumption. Similarly, by ‘forgetting’ 
about particular products because they are placed among other items in 
the refrigerator, consumers are able to cope with their 'bad conscious-
ness' by disposing of food as waste through the refrigerator. That is to say, 
rather than disposing of products directly with the result of experiencing 
anxiety over wasting food, consumers may avoid these feelings of anxiety 
by forgetting about the products by the means of the refrigerator. When 
these products are ‘rediscovered’, they may be so old that it is easier psy-
chologically to dispose of them as waste. The following interview with 
Jenny illustrates this mental process. 

Carl: You’ve got lots of jars here [looks in the fridge]. 
 
Jenny: Yes, but I never think of those, they’re probably six years old. 
 
Carl: Yes, but you seem to have order in the fridge and there are many jars. 
 
Jenny: But, I mean, those jars, it becomes like this, I think that we eat mostly 
what we buy on Fridays or Sundays. Then when these things have been left for 
too long, or when one buys a jar to treat some for dinner in 2007, in some 
strange dinner where one needed fish bullion, then we buy it in 2007. Then we 



 176 

will not have a dinner in three years when we need fish bullion. And things get 
forgotten in some way. 
 
Carl: But you will know it’s there, you forget about it but... 
 
Jenny: Yes, but I wonder..., but I think it is..., what one buys and doesn’t eat di-
rectly, it becomes some sort of unconscious, it gets into some sort of uncon-
scious oblivion, it becomes like a part of the fridge (Jenny, 28). 

By developing techniques to cope with excess, such as ‘structured dis-
posal’ (Lisa) or ‘forgetting about the food’ in everyday food consump-
tion, these consumers are able to cope with the stress derived from the 
anxiety that is caused by being wasteful.  

 Freeganism: contesting excess by consuming 'waste' 

Freegans are people who employ alternative strategies for living based on limited 
participation in the conventional economy and minimal consumption of re-
sources. Freegans embrace community, generosity, social concern, freedom, co-
operation, and sharing in opposition to a society based on materialism, moral ap-
athy, competition, conformity, and greed (Freegan.info, 2009). 

The struggle with date labeling is particular illustrative among the Free-
gan community participants. As this quote demonstrates, taken from a 
Freegan community website, Freegans are people who actively seek to 
contest the conventional lifestyle of mainstream food consumption 
based on excess. In this sense, 'Freeganism' is a radical form of consumer 
agency. What distinguish Freegans are their methods of expressing this 
resistance. One of the most central of such practices pertains to ‘dump-
ster-diving’, in which they seek out large-scale supermarkets and their 
facilities for waste. ‘Dumpster-diving’ denotes how Freegans enter these 
facilities (even through the use of force if necessary) to get access to the 
wasted food products inside. These ‘waste’ sites may be striking in terms 
of what they contain as revealed in a quote from a retail manager in the 
previous chapter: “I mean, I’m telling you, you would have passed out if 
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you saw how much we throw away in a superstore like this” (Store man-
ager, Superstore C). Below, is a quote from a Freegan illustrating their 
attitude when entering a premise to obtain food that is being discarded.  

…I try to check everywhere behind stores. And if it is, I mean I can tell you, if it 
is locked storages or refrigerated storages and so on, it makes no difference, I 
mean there is a juridical difference, but for me, I try..., I don’t care that much 
about it. But it can be open or closed storages (Freegan consumer, Harald, early 
30s). 

For the Freegans, food consumption is about choice, particularly, it is 
about the choice imposed upon them by the capitalist system, i.e. that we 
are to choose in particular ways all the time. This consumer community 
expresses reluctance and cynicism toward this system of mainstream 
food consumption, and expresses a desire of breaking loose from the 
market. In the following excerpt from an interview, Micke, in his late 
20s, describes how he found his shoes in the street once and how he, as 
a Freegan, prefers the uncertainty of not knowing where his everyday 
consumption will come from.  

Micke: …like these shoes for example, these I found in the street of [town in 
Sweden] this Christmas. The incredible thing was that they had the exact same 
size as me, otherwise I would not have taken them. [...] I could have chosen oth-
er shoes than these, but now I think they are, they are really nice because they 
were the only ones, you know, and in some way it..., [I] see the beauty in..., and 
the nice thing with not having to choose, but things come to me anyhow, you 
know. It kind of lowers this consumption haste, the stress in..., which I also can 
feel in walking around in here. 
 
Carl: In here, right now [sitting in a coffee shop]? 
 
Micke: Yes, in the town, you know, people..., people are extremely conscious, 
everything, they have chosen everything. But I have not chosen everything, I 
have chosen some things on my body, you know. And now I have chosen this, 
you know. But for me it’s like this, it doesn’t matter that much what I would eat, 
but I would be able to..., I mean it’s like this, that it is [out there] so much about 
making one’s identity in some way through consumption, and it’s like this, for 
me it’s only an illusion in some way (Freegan consumer, Micke, late 20s)... 
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As shown in these quotations, Micke likes not knowing what kind of 
food products he will find in the dumpsters. He expresses cynicism to-
ward the practices people engage in during mainstream consumption 
(e.g. writing lists of what to shop for). His appearance reflects the life-
style he describes. His clothes are colorful and the quality of his dress 
can vary considerably (e.g. very old shoes mixed with a newer looking 
shirt).  
 
In sharp contrast, when it comes to dumpster diving for food, some of 
the participants refer to the best before dates as important. Although 
disposed of by the retailers, some products have not passed their expira-
tion dates, which means the Freegans can collect food that has not yet 
expired. 

If it’s packaged I check the best before date. And I think the reason is, that’s 
how it is when one shops, that one..., one wants the certain before the uncertain, 
so that..., the range of the supply is huge, that one can be picky even as a Freegan 
(Freegan consumer, Harald, early 30s). 

As described by Harald, if the products are packaged, it is imperative to 
look at the dates (“one sort of takes the certain before the uncertain”). 
Although the best before date still is an issue for the Freegans, they exert 
agency through the body that contrasts with the masses. It is a desire not 
to eat the way everyone else eats and not to be able to choose in the 
same ways. Moreover, it is a way of utilizing the body in food consump-
tion by looking, touching, smelling and tasting and which thus is differ-
ent than what they perceive to be the mainstream. 

No but this, it’s..., it’s to take care of the food thrown away, a way for me to..., a 
way for me to live cheaper at the same time as it makes me feel, because I have 
this whole sustainable-thinking, you know, it makes me feel pretty good, because 
I can take care of..., because I know the system isn’t working. There is clear evi-
dence..., lots of clear evidence, and this [waste] is one of the proofs that the sys-
tem is kind of crazy, really (Freegan consumer, Micke, late 20s). 
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According to the Freegans, the market is not working as it should and 
the waste generated by the superstores is evidence of this fact. For them, 
dumpster diving becomes both an action toward change and a lifestyle in 
which commercial objects that are disposed of as excess meant are hero-
ically saved by them. An important element concerns the issue that oth-
ers see the food as waste: it has been disposed of by the system as prod-
ucts transgressing what counts as normal food. In the mind of the Free-
gans, this food represents absurdity in which food is valued on rational 
grounds, rather than by the bodies of people using their senses. 

No but finally one will start to trust oneself instead. [...] And feel your senses, 
you know, and maybe start discussing [with others], ‘do you think this tastes 
good, or what do you [think], is it starting to feel strange?’ And then one discuss-
es like this. Just because you find it, you don’t have to eat it, but it’s like, then 
when one takes it home, then you really go through it like this and check. [...] So 
every ketchup bottle one has to smell and kind of value if it’s good. One cannot 
just, like this [gesturing with hands]. And then you don’t have the date to go on, 
the date is already ruined, and you have to go on your own senses (Freegan con-
sumer, Micke, late 20s). 

As this quote illustrates, the practice of involving the body more than the 
mainstream market is central for the Freegans. The ‘mainstream’ market 
does not allow people to do this but by engaging in practices such as 
dumpster diving, they feel that they can manipulate the system in their 
direction. 
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Part II: 
Constituting responsible consumption 

Consumers struggling with the self 

As depicted in part I, consumers struggle with date labels in different 
ways. This struggle is vividly presented in the participants' stories of how 
they use date labels in everyday food consumption. For the participants, 
date labels function as a normative reference point for food freshness, a 
reference point coming to expression in not only consumption choices, 
but in their embodied experiences of those choices. 
 
 The participants actively refer to the date labels in particular contexts 
of food consumption (e.g. in the acquisition of products in the grocery 
store and during possession and disposal of the products in their homes). 
The 'struggle', as referred to above, manifests itself in how participants' 
practices construct a dynamic relationship between, at the one hand, the 
psyche and, at the other, the consuming body (i.e. the tasting, smelling, 
touching, listening and seeing body) as contradictory reference points 
mediating consumption. Most notably, the date label holds powerful 
disciplining capacities on the consuming body, which broadly comes to 
expression in responsible consumption, a 'care of the self' seeking to 
avoid the risky, uncertain and that which is considered as disgusting. 

Food disposal as self-technology 

For the participants in the present study, food disposal can be consid-
ered something in between practice of carefully calculated maneuvers 
and techniques (Young, 1991) and routine based everyday activities 
(Munro, 1995; Warde, 2005). Indeed, food is not disposed of on whims 
but through habitual practices and techniques of the self. That is to say, 
because the participants sometimes find it hard to reflect on their utiliza-
tion of date labels (make sense of them), consumerism operates as 
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... power reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and in-
serts itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes 
and everyday lives (Foucault, 1980b: 39). 

Techniques of the self are the arts of existence that individuals use to 
practically relate to themselves in questions concerning how the should 
live. As with the Ancient Greek practices of the self studied by Foucault 
(1990), the consumption practices of the participants in part I above 
concern those conducts in which we are called upon to exercise our 
rights, power and agency as consumers. 
 
 Describing reluctance of eating or drinking food with bad dates, con-
sumers find it hard to put into words why it is so, more than that it simp-
ly is. In this sense, the participants illustrated a type of reflexive practice 
of the dates both on a conscious and unconscious level in their engage-
ment with food disposal (Warde, 2005). Consumers are, however, careful 
with organizing their everyday food consumption according to the dates, 
disposing of large amounts of food despite it is still edible. This argu-
ment is also supported by numerous second-hand sources, including 
reports from studies examining the physical garbage of municipal house-
holds (Environmental Protection Agency, 2008; Ventour, 2008; 
Konsumentföreningen, 2009), or by the media (e.g. Aftonbladet, 2007; 
2008; Arbetarbladet, 2009; ChinaDaily, 2009; DagensNyheter, 2010; 
Expressen, 2010; SvenskaDagbladet, 2010; Värmlandstidningen, 2011) 
 
 As a technique of the self, disposal is based on careful monitoring, 
calculation and organization of products through the aid of material 
means such as the refrigerator (Munro, 1995). Consumers buy products 
based on the dates, they order their cooking practices following these 
dates, dispose the products in accordance with these dates and alter their 
consumption choices because of the dates. Products stored in partici-
pants' refrigerators were part of a calculated scheme for consumption. 
For the participants, this scheme and order could be interrupted by the 
unexpected (such as an unplanned visit to a restaurant whereby the 
products in the refrigerator were forgotten and thus exceeded their best 
before dates). Disrupting the order of the refrigerator by overriding pre-
vious calculations and planning (Munro, 1995), the dates were then used 



 182 

to restore order and regain control by disposing of the products with 
'bad dates'. Illustrating a reflexive risk-awareness in consumption 
(Östberg, 2003; Thompson, 2005), these practices reproduce underlying 
cultural anxieties that are metaphorically allayed through disposal as a 
risk reducing consumption practice (Thompson, 2005: 246). As such, for 
consumers like Lisbeth and Lisa, disposal is also a way of practicing a 
care of the self. 
 
 While arguing that the ultimate aim of the disciplinary techniques of 
the nineteenth century was to produce effective, healthy and vibrant 
bodies through discouraging deviation and perversions among the popu-
lation, ‘reforming’ deviant criminals into normalcy so that they could 
become useful to society, Foucault (1977a) draws attention to how this 
disciplinary (panoptic) apparatus of power is characteristic of the modern 
Western society. In consumer culture, the market operates a disciplinary 
institution that turn people into consumers through practices operating 
as governmentality (Shankar et al., 2006). At the micro level, in everyday 
food consumption, date labeling operates as a disciplining institution 
through which consumers are reminded about the risk and dangers em-
bedded with deviant conduct. If one does not consume food in respon-
sible manner, so to say, the consequences are mine and mine alone, and 
consumers come to develop micro practices of coping with such respon-
sibility. 

Controlling the self through date labels 

As argued by Deleuze (1995b, 1995a), the mechanisms of subjectification 
enacted by the disciplining processes of Foucault's nineteenth century 
institutions are no longer spatially bound to particular ‘sites’ of refor-
mation (such as the school or the prison). Deleuze (ibid.) argues that this 
control has spread, becoming integral to all human activity, including 
consumption. Accordingly, surveillance is designed in the flows of eve-
ryday existence, and the calculated modulation of consumer conduct 
according to the principles of optimization of rational impulses and mini-
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mization of irrational impulses is dispersed across time and space of eve-
ryday life (cf. Rose, 2008: 234). 
 
 The particular practices reproduced by conformity to the dates repre-
sent productive mechanisms in the reproduction of the market as an 
institution of control. In part I, the participants develop various forms of 
micro practices in order to consume food in controlled ways. This is not 
to say that the consumers are controlled but, rather, that the practice 
controlled food consumption. For parents like Hasse, 38, and Lisbeth, 
54, risks related to eating food past their best before dates are not only a 
personal consideration though it may become one if cooking food for 
the children. Although they discursively seek to resist 'the dates' by utiliz-
ing their bodies and smelling and tasting expired products, such practices 
are related to great responsibility towards others. The food is not neces-
sarily bad, but it is one's personal responsibility to control this responsi-
bility. In the family context, this disciplinary mechanism becomes more 
evident. 
 
 The consumerism practiced by individuals therefore reproduce con-
sumption as a form of internalization of external control. Date labels 
organize consumption choice and can therefore develop self-managing 
consumers caring for themselves through technologies of the self 
(Foucault, 1990). The dates, in this case, mediate the production of such 
consumerism and of such a self-governing subject (Foucault, 2000b). By 
actively looking in the grocery store for the best dates, consumers are 
able to optimize their choices of particular products in reference to this 
care of the self. Put differently, consumers actively take responsibility of 
their own personal selves and bodies by acting to reduce risk (cf. 
Thompson, 2005). The practices become a matter of making prudent 
choices in consumption (Hodgson, 2002). This could mean to practice 
consumption in excess, only choosing the best of food items. Consumers 
prefer to consider themselves as “fresh persons”, with fresh bodies eat-
ing fresh food. Thus, these consumers voluntarily engage in cleaning 
activities, i.e. clearing out the refrigerator from old food products that 
are not necessarily bad but may very well be so. Here, the date labels 
represent a form of rationality of government, a governmentality 
(Foucault, 2000b) that operates on the capacities of consumers to act on 
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their own behalf, ascribing to certain dependencies (in consumption) 
while disposing of others (cf. Cruikshank, 1999).  
 
 For the consumers, to dispose of food labeled with best before dates 
when they expire represents 'normal' conduct. Although many point out 
that they always smell and taste food before throwing it away, some con-
sumers (like Rasmus) note that most of their friends and relatives do the 
opposite. For Rasmus, to actively apply his bodily senses in food con-
sumption is a way to resist the 'normality' of all others. As such, Rasmus' 
and others’ (e.g. Vera) bodies become a means to communicate this re-
sistance. People like Ramus and Vera never throw things away on a 
whim (Young, 1991). For them, the dates facilitate this resistance. This 
may take extreme forms. Hasse, for instance, described how he once got 
sick from eating expired food. However, he continues to ignore the dates 
in an attempt to prove to himself that he is doing the right thing. The 
creative consumption practices of these consumers do not only negate 
consumerism. The development and the consumption practices draw on 
mass culture and social structuring for the pursuit of individuality (Holt 
and Thompson, 2004). 
 
 Foucauldian governmentality is both voluntary and coercive at once 
(always in-between). The consumerism envisioned here, in reference to 
consumers such as Rasmus, Vera, and Hasse, is not a mode of govern-
ment that constrains consumers through coercion, such as in a sovereign 
model of power (Murray & Ozanne, 1991; Ozanne & Murray, 1995). 
This is a form of consumerism that denotes both the discursive produc-
tion of the consumer and the process of subjection (cf. Butler, 1997). As 
argued with Foucault (1980a), resistance is more than a dialectical reac-
tion to power and consumers are able to develop a more radical form of 
agency (i.e. subjectivity) practicing consumption. In this sense, resistance 
give rise to new forms of agentic conduct among consumers and con-
sumers are not merely repressed by an external relation to power as in 
much of the previous literature (Murray & Ozanne, 1991; Kozinets, 
2002), but are positively produced as a subject of that power. Consumers 
monitor and shape themselves in consumption and evaluate their own 
particular conduct and choices by comparing their choices and practices 
against others and against the goals they internalize from discourse. 
Rasmus is convinced everyone else is throwing away products because of 
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the dates, so he has made it a personal goal to apply and use his body in 
particular ways. As such, Rasmus both resists consumerism and emerges 
as a subject through it. In this production of consumerism, consumers 
are induced with responsibilities and have control over their own futures, 
lifestyles, and actions (Hodgson, 2002; Johnston, 2008; Dean, 2009). 
 
 As a means employed by consumers in their everyday food consump-
tion, date labels offer consumers an opportunity to assume control over 
themselves, otherwise facing complex food products from which they 
are distanced from in terms of production. This ‘assumed control’ can be 
seen as molding consumers as subjects in that individuals conform to 
practicing food consumption based on the recommendation of various 
expert systems (Östberg, 2003). However, it seems more adequate to 
describe this consumerism, or better, trust in the dates, as a form of 
conduct coming ‘from within’ the subjects themselves. It is not consum-
ers ‘putting their trust in the hands of experts’ (ibid., see also Giddens, 
1990) as much as it is consumers trying to master their own practices of 
caring for themselves through safe and healthy consumption or in ac-
cordance with any other attractive consumer goals inscribed in discourse. 
As such, this is a form of non-dialectical consumerism. It is not properly 
explained as opposing or absconding the market (Murray, 2002), practic-
es of anti-consumerism/anti-consumption (Cherrier, 2009a), or even 
production of culture (Peñaloza, 2001); rather, this is a form of power in 
which subjects internalize culture visually observed in others and make it 
not only part of the 'social' self, but also part of one’s body. 
 
 As consuming bodies of knowledge derived from consumerism as an 
economic discourse emphasizing consumption, date labels are part of a 
dispersed panopticon spread across everyday life.  

...the mind as a surface of inscription for power, with semiology as its tool; the 
submission of bodies through control of ideas; the analysis of representations as 
a principle in a politics of bodies that was much more effective than the ritual 
anatomy of torture and execution. (Foucault, 1977a: 102). 

By acting compliant with respect to the dates, consumers come to ex-
press a positive form of subjectivity in which they are not repressed, but 
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produced as agentic subjects practicing control over themselves and their 
consumption activities. As experts of their own bodies and social selves, 
it is the individual who is the organizer of the meal and, notably, it is the 
individual who knows what to do best in relation to those social and 
material entities. This is a form of bio-power in which we are called upon 
to exercise our rights, our sovereignty, our authority, and our liberty (cf. 
Foucault, 1992: 23). 

The struggle of consuming bodies  

As a form of governmentality operating through the apparatus of the 
disciplines (i.e. the panopticon), the date labels mediate bio-power seek-
ing to control and optimize consuming bodies. This generates a subtle 
struggle between consumerism and the body, suggesting that the body in 
itself attempts to cope with power. 
 
 In calling attention to bio-power, Foucault points to the ways the 
body is actively made an object of politics in which it seeks to turn peo-
ple into subjects. Foucault sketches the contours of a diagram of how 
bio-power operates through two poles (Foucault, 1980a: 139). The first 
pole of bio-power concerns the body as machine, an anatomo-politics of 
the consuming body: “the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion 
of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness”. This pole relates to 
how and what to consume for the body in order to perform in an opti-
mal manner. For example, the anatomo-politics of the consumer coming 
to expression among the subjects of the present study emphasizes con-
sumer performance to the extent that it seeks to ‘secure’ food for con-
suming bodies. 
 
 Ensured by the procedures of power that characterize the disciplines, 
anatomo-politics aimed at individual consumers progressively seeks to 
integrate the consuming body further into various efficient controls and 
economic systems at its disposal. As we have seen, the body is put to use 
by turning people into consumers governed by techniques of the self. 
Based on the above, consumers use their own techniques of the self to 
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master their identities and to optimize their practices of food consump-
tion in such a way as to meet these criteria. In a monitoring sense, con-
sumers and suppliers of food use the date labels to value the quality of 
products entering the body, and to see whether or not food meets crite-
ria of taste, safety, health, etc. as defined by regulative instances 
(Foucault, 1977a: 196). In this particular consumerism, the consuming 
body is safer and more effective, but this safety occurs at the cost of the 
bodily senses of tasting, smelling, and touching, which are rationalized or 
disciplined away. 
 
 For the consumers such as Lisa, Jenny, and Sven, this power of the 
body is manifested in feelings of disgust of the natural biological pro-
cesses of food. The date labels actually alter these consumers' ways of 
interacting with food which, through the date labels, is organized around 
visual techniques for valuing the quality of food. This distances consum-
ers from the natural aging processes of food as micro-biological matter. 
According to Douglas (2009 [1966]), matter such as food may transgress 
cultural norms of what counts as purity and become “matter out of 
place” (p. 35). She describes societies as based on cultural classifications 
and categories that are continuously maintained by subjects through a 
spatial definition of goods transgressing those classifications as either 
‘dirt’ or ‘pollutant’. According to her, disposal is about boundary and 
order – goods are not defined as dirt (and thus disposed of) because of 
the subjects’ perceptions of them as unhealthy or bad, but because they 
transgress and stand outside the cultural coding/categorization sur-
rounding them; the system (Douglas, [1966] 2009). For Douglas, dirt 
appears where boundaries have not been properly established (e.g. as 
dates expire). Consumers lose their reference point (see above) and start 
to doubt themselves burdened with the responsibility of making the pru-
dent choice (Hodgson, 2002). Extending Douglas’ thesis to include a 
time dimension as well, food may become ‘dirty’ if the time boundary of 
the date is violated, making the object ‘matter out of time’. 
 
 Drawing on Douglas' argument, for the consumers of the present 
study, there is a distaste embedded for the odd and peculiar in food: ‘the 
vicious’, for example, ‘yellow-brown bananas’, squidgy things and/or 
products in which ‘dates have expired’. In their talk about freshness and 
food consumption, consumers’ expressions illustrate deep-rooted con-
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cern with the natural processes of food, repeatedly experienced as dis-
gust. To the consumer, food as an object of consumption naturally en-
tails disgust if it is left too long in the refrigerator and thus naturally 
transcends the time and spatial boundaries of what is considered as 
fresh, attractive, safe and so one, i.e. what is considered as edible accord-
ing to the cultural boundaries. Seeking to avoid this emotion of being 
disgusted, consumers dispose of food in particular ways using certain 
methods. For example, Lisbeth may take steps so that products in the 
refrigerator are eaten before they may ‘become’ disgusting, or she may 
dispose of things already considered distasteful. In both cases, the prod-
ucts are consumed. To the extent that consumers internalize these cul-
tural norms or boundaries of dirt/pollution, power is not dialectically 
opposed by subjects as much as it is practiced on the individual by the 
individual himself or herself. In this sense, consumers do not struggle 
with an external relation to power (Holt, 2002; Kozinets, 2002; Murray, 
2002), as much as they struggle with themselves acting responsibly in 
relation to the self. 
 
 To the extent that consumers cannot escape from themselves, this 
consumerism is non-dialectical, and consumers come to constitute them-
selves as subjects of consumption. In the introductory paragraph of this 
study (see chapter 1), I illustrated myself consuming milk. It is hard to 
enjoy milk if it evokes repulsion and disgustful feelings deep inside the 
stomach. For the consumers in the previous section, as for Foucault’s 
prisoner, the consuming body not only works as a sign of guilt and 
transgression of consumerism but is shaped through the discursive prac-
tices of consumerism (cf. Foucault, 1977a: 202-203). As Foucault points 
out, the anatomo-politics of consumerism shapes not only ‘the 
mind’/intellect of the subject but the body as the mind (‘the soul’ for 
Foucault) becomes a normative and normalizing ideal through which the 
body is trained, cultivated, and invested, i.e. materialized. 

The subject appears at the expense of the body, an appearance conditioned in 
inverse relation to the disappearance of the body. The subject not only effective-
ly takes the place of the body in captivity. Here the forming and framing func-
tion of that exterior soul works against the body; indeed, it might be understood 
as the sublimation of the body in consequence of displacement and substitution 
(Butler, 1997: 91). 



 189 

Dean (2009) draws attention to the “technologies of agency and perfor-
mance” that seek to enhance or deploy an individual’s possibilities of 
exerting agency (Dean, 2009: 196). Power coming from within the indi-
vidual motivated him or her to take on responsibility for certain tasks or 
areas of action, and in this way develop their own sense of sovereignty 
(Hodgson, 2002). 

In short, it is a matter of placing the imperative to ‘know oneself’ – which to us 
appears so characteristic of our civilization – back in the much broader interro-
gation that serves as its explicit or implicit context: What should one do with 
oneself? What work should be carried out on the self? How should one ‘govern 
oneself’... (Foucault, 1997c: 87) 

By throwing away food when the date expires, consumers are able to 
exercise agency and control in a milieu defined by uncertainty, complexi-
ty, and anxiety (Lupton, 1996). For the participants, by paralleling these 
choices with best before dates ‘expiring’, waste is legitimized in relation 
to this anxiety (Thompson, 2005). To dispose in excess, whether or not 
it is related to date labels, becomes a way for subjects to develop and 
maintain subjectivity through which they feel ‘in control’. Here, anato-
mo-politics works with the freedom of consumers rather than acting 
through or upon it (Slater, 1997; Rabinow & Rose, 2006; Rose, 2008). 
 
 Further on, consumers are able to resist consumerism by developing 
alternative ways of consuming. For consumers like Rasmus and his wife, 
the consuming body becomes a means to resist bio-power and the con-
trolled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production. For Rasmus 
and his wife, nothing is disposed of on a whim; rather, they always use 
the body, the smell, taste and touch to value the products as edible or 
not. 
 
 This active use of the body is sometimes taken to its extreme as indi-
viduals come to develop alternative ways of participating in the economy 
imbued with consumerism. Here, consumption becomes embodied in 
the ways people come to utilize their bodies in their food consumption. 
Consumers seeking adherence to the Freegan community highlight the 
market as a system of excess and therefore prefer to pursue a lifestyle in 
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which they resist mainstream consumption that is organized according to 
date labels and 'choice'. Thus consumers of the Freegan community not 
only contest excess, they feed on it. 
 
 For the Freegan consumers, it is important to actively utilize the body 
and its senses in food consumption. Mainstream food consumption for 
Freegan consumers such as Micke, represents a human activity that is 
limited by the freedom to choose based on excess and information. For 
these alternative consumers, not having the ability to choose in the 
shelves of grocery stores is something desirable. Moreover, the partici-
pants of the present study speak about their bodies as tools to be utilized 
in their consumption practices. It is important to smell, taste, and touch 
the products. 
 
 Therefore, the whole body is put to use in acquisition of food, and 
disposal is used to a minimum. As a form of Foucauldian micro-
resistance, these consumers develop an alternative lifestyle in which there 
are fewer choices and more 'body': the dinner becomes ‘the catch of the 
day’, i.e. whatever one might find during day’s dumpster diving. By prac-
ticing food consumption through dumpster diving, entering into the 
garbage rooms of grocery stores, and sometimes even breaking the law 
to enter a forbidden premise, they are able to produce culture and sub-
jectivity by developing alternative forms of consumption (Peñaloza, 
2001). 
 
 Somewhat paradoxically, subjectification denotes both the discursive 
production of subjectivity and the process of subjection (cf. Butler, 
1997). More than a dialectical response to power (Holt, 2002), 'Freegan' 
subjectivity and other forms of embodied resistance arises as alternative 
lifestyles in which the body strikes back. However, rather than represent-
ing an escape from power, this resistance is part of the power of which 
these individuals seek to escape, and Freegans living on the excess of the 
system cannot exist as subjects without the consumerism that they op-
pose continues to generate 'waste' (i.e. excess). 
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Summary 

Consumers struggle with the self in various ways related to food con-
sumption and date labels. Through techniques of the self, consumers 
actively work upon their bodies by the help of date labels in order to 
reduce the risks of eating or drinking bad quality food. However, there is 
resistance to this consumerism operating on the consuming body. 
 
 Like the retailers in chapter 4, consumers miss their bodies and the 
embodied experiences of e.g. tasting, touching, smelling and feeling 
food. More specifically, they struggle with the disgust they cannot ade-
quately explain or come to reason with in their discursive practices. 
 
 As Foucault (1980) reasons, resistance is more than a dialectical reac-
tion to power. It is where consumers come to develop new forms of 
subjectivities through resistance. These subjectivities or subject positions 
may be attached to various discourses in the market, ranging from sus-
tainability and the environment to food safety. Moreover, this productive 
form of power comes to expression in the development of new forms of 
embodied consumption, such as the 'Freegan consumers' utilizing their 
bodies to dive into dumpsters, and reconnecting with their bodies 
through the senses and the use of smell, touch, and taste. 'Mainstream 
consumers' too utilize their bodies in relation to date labeling but actively 
doubt themselves and their bodies in relation to the dates. Triggered by 
embodied feelings of disgust, consumers express conformity to cultural 
boundaries of what is considered to be 'dirt' and what is 'clean'. As such, 
they reproduce an anatomo-politics of the consuming body in which the 
body is optimized for the purpose of utility and economic rationality. 
Rather than dialectically struggling with an external relation to power, 
consumers struggle with themselves, controlling themselves and their bod-
ies through consumption. 
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Chapter 7: 
Conclusion 

This chapter begins by concluding the three analyses outlined in chapters 
4 to 6 in reference to the aim of the study. It then summarizes the impli-
cations of the conclusions to CCT and previous discussions on power 
and consumption. It closes by providing some managerial implications 
and suggestions for future research. 

Consumerism and the constitution of consumption 

In chapter 1 I argued that CCT has favored the micro level at the cost of 
the macro and meso levels in conceptualizing how consumption is con-
stituted in consumer culture. Typically based on sovereign or cultural 
models that assume a repressive view of power, much research has investi-
gated how consumers struggle with consumerism through symbolic acts 
of consumption (Peñaloza & Price, 1993; Holt, 2002; Kozinets & 
Handelman, 2004). As such, little attention has been devoted to the macro 
and meso level workings of consumerism and to the concrete ways in 
which consumerist discourse on these levels intervenes in the market to 
constitute everyday consumption (i.e. the productive power of consumer-
ism). 
 
 While the micro level indeed is important, however, consequences 
from not including the macro and meso levels of scale involves a lack of 
theory relating everyday consumer performances to institutional practic-
es and processes of regulation and organization of consumption. That is 
to say, research conceptualizing the organized extension of everyday consumption 
that reproduce the culture of consumerism. Hence, the aim of the pre-
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sent study has been to investigate how consumerism at different levels of 
scale intervenes in the market to constitute consumption. To this aim, 
the study first investigated how the state seeks to regulate consumption 
at the macro level. It then examined how corporations seek to organize 
consumption at the meso level by managing everyday consumers in par-
ticular ways. Finally, it investigated how individuals perform consump-
tion by managing themselves as consumers at the micro level. 
 
 The results move beyond the micro level and previous research by 
showing how consumption is constituted through a complex nexus of 
market struggles involving the macro, meso and micro levels of scale. In 
constituting consumption, consumerism produces an actively consuming 
subject and a Swedish food consumer culture that reinforces a 
mind/body dualism by privileging cognition and choice at the cost of the 
human embodiment and sensory perception. 
 
 At the macro and meso levels, state consumerism seeks to constitute 
empowered yet controlled consumption through a bio-politics of the 
consuming population integrated in the institutional conditions of the 
food market. Here, consumption is constituted through discourse estab-
lishing a relation between the microphysics and macrophysics of power. 
Operating both through technologies of domination of others and of 
oneself, this consumerism is a mesophysics of power in which consumption 
is shaped by discourse facilitated by institutions. As such, discourse consti-
tutes particular context-dependent cultural institutional conditions of 
consumption that precede individual consumers (Thompson, 2004: 173). 
These institutional conditions facilitate discourse through the workings 
of norms in which the subject (both managers and consumers) establish-
es its “relation to the rule and recognizes himself as obliged to put it into 
practice” (Foucault, (1992: 27). 
 
 Through the labels, the state calls upon people to exercise their rights 
as consumers to practice safe and informed consumption decisions. At 
the same time, regulative and cultural-cognitive institutional mechanisms 
operate more directly to constitute consumption in a sovereign manner 
by which corporations are forced to accommodate state consumerist 
rules and conditions. By framing the possible field of action of consum-
ers, this consumerism enables an empowered consumption in which 
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consumers may practice consumption in informed and responsible ways. 
Rather than constraining the ability of consumers to practice consump-
tion and exert agency in everyday life (Firat & Venkatesh, 1995; Holt, 
2002; Kozinets, 2002), this consumerism operates toward the opposite, 
seeking to enable consumers to perform on their own. 
 
 Enabling consumers to perform on their own, it seeks to secure the 
provision to food consumers with the resources and means necessary for 
them to make informed consumption choices in everyday life. Consump-
tion is constituted as empowered in the sense that consumers are ena-
bled to choose on their own in consumption through information. As 
such, empowered consumers are 'choosing' consumers. At the same 
time, this empowered consumption sanctions particular types of choices 
by individuals while constraining others. That is to say, labels may pro-
vide consumers with more choices. However, the labels also rationalize 
consumer choice at an aggregate level, i.e. in terms of the consuming 
population. As such, this consumerism effects a disciplinary technology 
similar to the panopticonism described by Foucault (1977) as a control 
of consumption at a distance. By increasing the opportunities for con-
sumers to internalize institutional norms, this discourse and the regula-
tive principles of the law make food consumption responsible, as seen in 
relation to the self (i.e. in self-responsible ways considered as politically 
preferable by the state and the bio-politics it conveys). These are the 
ways in which individuals are enabled to take greater responsibility for 
themselves and their own personal conduct (Rose, 2008). 
 
 Not only depending on the self-governance of individual consumers, 
however, this consumerism also constitutes consumption through de-
tailed and efficient sovereign controls. Enacted upon food manufacturing 
and retailing corporations, these controls seek to shape consumption in a 
centralized yet in a dispersed and varied form of power through the sub-
state level. Intrinsically, consumerism constitutes consumption based on 
both technologies of the self but also in more conventional forms of 
sovereign regulation operating through the corporations. This is more 
akin to Foucault's notion of the variegated texture of power in which 
“one has a triangle, sovereignty-discipline-government that has as its 
primary target the population and the apparatuses of security” (Foucault, 
2000b: 219). Thus, consumerism operates beyond the dichotomy of re-
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pression versus constraint (cf. Firat & Venkatesh, 1995; Holt, 2002; 
Kozinets, 2002). 
 
 The study further demonstrated how corporations struggling with 
consumers seek to constitute consumption by managing everyday con-
sumers in agentic, predictable and effective ways (cf. Ritzer, 2004; Ritzer 
& Jurgenson, 2010). Struggling to manage everyday consumers in ac-
cordance with state consumerism as well as in relation to their own cor-
porate interests, the managers constantly evaluate and optimize their 
organization in relation to the consumerism of other corporate actors in 
efforts seeking legitimacy in the market. This sometimes involves a facili-
tation of state consumerism. 
 
 CCT has conceptualized power in terms of agency and as a dialectical 
negotiation of consumers versus corporations (Ozanne & Murray, 1995; 
Miller, 2001; Holt, 2002). In chapter 5, however, corporations were 
found to constitute consumption not only by dialectically responding to 
some sort of self-directed agency of resistant consumers (Firat & 
Venkatesh, 1995). Rather, corporations pro-actively seek to construct and 
enable agentic outcomes in consumption, reaching into the everyday lives 
of consumers by imposing upon them particular agentic qualities in 
terms of choice. In this sense, consumers are obliged to take responsibility, 
to perform agentically in the sense that they are constituted as choosing 
subjects. Through the labels, the state agencies and corporations call 
upon people to exercise their rights as consumers to practice safe and in-
formed consumption decisions. Facilitating a process of institutionaliza-
tion of consumerism, the managerial struggle with consumers constitutes 
an institutional authorization of consumption (cf. Denegri-Knott et al., 
2006; Arnould, 2007: 4) in which consumption is more efficiently con-
trolled. By organizing logistics in relation to the logic of food labels, then, 
corporations are able to extend their organizational reach by constituting 
agentic outcomes beyond the formal organization and into the everyday 
life of people as consumers.  
 
 Moreover, by slipping between their subjectivities as consumers and 
as mangers, corporate managers do not merely respond to empowered 
consumers (Shankar et al., 2006), but they over-empower in a facilitating 
sense seeking organizational legitimacy. Consequently, managers consult 
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consumer agency, optimize it in terms of productive and effective out-
comes and re-incorporate it further into the consumerism they mediate 
for purposes of legitimacy. In this sense, similar to the neo-liberal consti-
tution of citizenship (Rose, 2008), consumers are pre-disposed in con-
temporary consumerism to take greater responsibility for themselves in 
their consumption choices (Hodgson, 2002). In and of itself, consumer-
ism constitutes consumption in the sense that eating a product past a 
particular best before date becomes an irresponsible act in relation to the 
self, but also to others such as the family and to one's children. 
 

By seeking to develop and maintain organizational legitimacy, this 
consumerism disposes of consumer resistance by building consumer 
trust in the corporation and thus constitutes a more predictable con-
sumption in terms of control. Such control is further affected through 
distrust. By distrusting consumers, corporations are able to manage the 
uncertainties and risks associated with consumers consuming their 
branded products. Moreover, by systematically disposing of products 
that are about to expire several days before the best before dates, retail-
ers are able to build consumer trust and, through this action, legitimacy 
in the market. The effective subject emerges parallel to the trustful sub-
ject in the sense that, corporations are enabled to manage and control 
what has been referred to as the unmanageable consumer (Gabriel & 
Lang, 2006) through a process substituting distrust in consumers with 
consumer trustfulness (cf. Luhmann, 1979: 71). In this sense, rather than 
being controlled by an external relation to corporate power (Holt, 2002; 
Kozinets & Handelman, 2004; Thompson, 2004; Thompson & 
Coskuner-Balli, 2007), consumers are constituted as empowered and 
agentic, yet controlled, effective and predictable subjects controlling 
themselves through their trustful relationships constituted to cope with 
social complexity within the market system. 
 
 At the micro level, participants performed consumption by managing 
themselves as consumers through techniques of the self. Struggling with 
their subjectivities as consumers, the participants performed consump-
tion effectively in relation to political principles and ideas, i.e. ways re-
sponsible to the self and the consuming body (Falk, 1997). Reproducing 
consumerism at the micro level of scale, date labels were used to manage 
their reflexive risk-awareness in terms of what could harm their bodies. 
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As such, the participants performed consumption by practicing food 
disposal to manage their relations not only symbolically to others 
(Thompson, 2005) but also to themselves as responsible individuals tak-
ing care of their bodies by consuming food in safe ways. In this sense, 
consumerism constitutes the consumer into a self-centered and enter-
prising project of the self to be worked upon and subjected to technolo-
gies of the self (Featherstone, 1982, 1990; Falk, 1997). Food products 
reaching their best before dates, or food naturally deteriorated in some 
respect, was repeatedly referred to as disgusting, transgressing the cultur-
al boundaries of dirt and pollution (Douglas, 2009 [1966] 35) which are 
characteristic of contemporary consumerism. Thus, this bio-power 
makes people into responsible consumers through governmentality prac-
tices (Shankar et al., 2006). However, this is done through deeply embodied 
disciplinary mechanisms seeking to establish a distance between the self 
and the body, i.e. through the relations between the self and the consum-
ing body. By not eating food past its best before dates, i.e. food that is 
considered as disgusting, these consumers constitute a responsible and 
intellectual consumption in terms of the self as a project to be worked 
upon and in terms of how to take care of the body in relation to this 
project. Rather than constituting the 'irrational' consumption practices of 
individuals reproducing the 'throw-away society’ and the problems of 
excessive materialism (Strasser, 1999; Barr, 2004; Cooper, 2004, 2005; de 
Coverly et al., 2008), participants in chapter 6 who wasted food may be 
considered most rational and effective in relation to the consumerist 
discourse produced through the institutional regulation and the manage-
rial struggles at the meso level. 

Extra-dialectical consumer culture 

The CCT literature largely understands consumerism as a repressive 
power pressuring on the consumer from the outside, as if the market was 
an external reality from which consumers can escape by acts of dialecti-
cal opposition (Murray & Ozanne, 1991; Kozinets, 2002). In contrast, by 
viewing power as productive, the alternative discursive-institutional 
model of power acknowledges that consumerism is always subject to re-
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sistance, at different levels of scale, but that resistance can never produce 
total consumer emancipation. Resistance is more than just a dialectical 
reaction to power. Hence, corporations struggling to manage consumers 
do not merely respond to empowered individuals in markets (Shankar et 
al., 2006) but mediate and reconstitute consumption in new and some-
times unintended ways. The large quantities of food waste generated at 
different levels of scale illustrate this struggle rather than market ineffi-
ciency. 
 
 The prospect that consumerism constitutes consumption through the 
market rather than represses consumption has important implications for 
the understanding of power and consumption (Denegri-Knott et al., 
2006). While Holt (2002) discusses how agentic consumers at the micro 
level paradoxically reproduce a dominant capitalist ideology through 
their dialectical reactions to the repressive power of brands, Kozinets 
(2004) and Thompson (2004) highlight the ability of consumers to con-
test repressive consumerist discourses through their micro level practices 
of consumption. Based on the presented results above and moving be-
yond such dialectical conceptualizations of power and consumption, I 
argue that consumerism produces and constitutes the market as the possi-
ble field of interaction and the consumption practice of various free 
agents. Argued with Foucault (1980), resistance is more than a dialectical 
reaction to power, and people may develop alternative forms of subjec-
tivities and practices through their struggling efforts. 
 
 In reconstituting the institutional conditions for consumption through 
regulative, cultural and normative institutional mechanisms mediated 
through consumerism/discourse, power defines social reality for people 
as consumers not only through the micro level and the practices of peo-
ple opposing consumerism and dominant market discourses (Thompson, 
2004). People - both managers and consumers - mediate, adapt and re-
produce consumerism by inventing and developing new practices and 
techniques of the self as a means to cope with and contest the market 
infused by the culture of consumerism - the institutional condition 
providing the possible field of action in which market actors find them-
selves. Moreover, such institutional conditions reproduced through regu-
lative, cultural and normative mechanisms define social reality across 
corporate/consumer boundaries. People may resist consumerism by 
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developing alternative subjectivities, including hybrid identities whereby 
corporate managers shift between manager and consumer identities, or 
Freegan consumers pursuing an alternative and more deeply embodied 
lifestyle. In this sense, more than being a dialectical configuration of 
power, consumer culture is extra-dialectical as consumerism produces rather 
than represses sociocultural and material reality (Holt, 2002). I have ar-
gued (in chapters 4 to 6) that such power-resistance dynamics, i.e. market 
struggles between regulators, corporations and consumers, are constitutive 
of consumption. 
 
 In re-conceptualizing consumer culture as extra-dialectical, there is no 
'outside' of the market, no 'empowerment' or 'disempowerment' (Shankar 
et al., 2006), not even for the Freegans pursuing an alternative lifestyle 
discourse away from the excess produced by the system. Rather than 
escaping consumerism or not (Kozinets 2002; 2004), by feeding from the 
waste generated by the system of excess that the Freegans seek to con-
test, the excess actually enables their struggling efforts of seeking differ-
entiation away from the market. More than bearing on the subjects of 
consumption (i.e. the consumers) in a repressive manner (e.g. Holt, 2002, 
Kozinets, 2004), consumerism structures the conditions in which free 
subjects emerge in a continuous reproduction and development. 

Disembodied consumption 

The predominant consumerism emerging in this study constitutes a dis-
embodied kind of consumption. The findings illustrate what may be de-
scribed as a paradoxical disposal or removal of the human body in both 
food production and consumption, i.e. whether referring to managerial 
practices of manufacturers and retailers or to consumption of individual 
consumers. By consuming food by reading the labels, the body is turned 
into a secondary source of conduct. Hence, I have argued in line with 
Foucault’s understanding of disciplinary power (1977) and bio-power 
(Foucault, 1980a) that the constitution of food consumption progressing 
under contemporary neo-liberal regimen brings with it the disappearance 
of the body as a smelling, touching and tasting unit. This occurs in order 
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to provide room for the rise of the responsible 'label consumer' who 
practices consumption in an effective and predictable manner; consump-
tion that puts the consuming body to optimal use, i.e. the body in its 
most effective state. As argued by Foucault (1977), the body is directly 
involved in a political field investing in the body relations of power as a 
force of production (Foucault, 1977a: pp. 25-26). 
 
 At the macro level, state consumerism seeks to integrate the consumer 
further into the regulatory controls of consumer empowerment technol-
ogies, constituting consumption by investing in the consumer with intel-
lectual means and skills enacted at the cost of the body. At the meso level, 
corporations, and particularly retailers, struggle with not being allowed 
by state consumerism to utilize their professional bodies in evaluating 
products. In chapter 5, this came to expression most clearly in retailers’ 
practices of resentfully speaking of the NFA and the increased forms of 
regulation that the NFA seeks to impose on the market. For the retailers 
generating the extreme amounts of food waste, this is a struggle with the 
body. Retailers miss the body and the ability to utilize its sensory percep-
tions. Where charcutiers and meatpackers used to be allowed to utilize 
their bodies to evaluate the quality of products through their senses of 
vision, smell, touch and taste, contemporary retailers are forced by regu-
lative, cultural-cognitive and normative institutions mediated through 
discourse to ignore their bodies to effect control and effectiveness in 
consumption. 
 
 Finally, at the micro level, consumers struggle with consumerism by 
contesting the date labels with their consuming bodies. Consumers 
struggle with making prudent choices based on the dates or utilizing their 
bodies to check if the food is fine through techniques of the self. Some 
consumers go to extreme lengths in resisting this consumerism that they 
feel is enacted upon them by utilizing their bodies to consume that 
which is deemed by the system as waste. This is therefore an intense 
struggle in which most of the participants subdued to the logic of the 
date labels and to their self-technologies seek to avoid disgust. By utiliz-
ing their bodies, some of the participants were able to contest consumer-
ism by actively reminding themselves that one has to smell and taste ex-
pired products before disposing of it. However, as feelings of disgust 
often trigger an uncontrollable desire to dispose of the food product, this 
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commonly resulted in consumption acts in which refrigerated food was 
forgotten (only to be wasted several days later instead). 
 
 Just like the retailers, consumers miss their bodies and their senses. 
More specifically, they struggle with not being confortable in utilizing the 
body. Struggling with not trusting their bodies and senses, some con-
sumers were able to contest this consumerism represented by the date 
labels by utilizing their bodies and by always smelling and tasting food 
before disposing of it. Some of these consumers, like the Freegans, took 
their resistance to the extreme by actively perusing an alternative subjec-
tivity, living only out of excess and eating only food considered as waste 
by the mainstream. However, albeit contesting consumerism by subject-
ing themselves to an alternative discourse (Thompson, 2004; Shankar et 
al., 2006), these Freegan consumers would not exist at all as subjects 
were it not for the excess generated by the system and which they seek to 
contest. In this sense, consumers may struggle with bio-power turning 
them into effective, predictable and agentic consumers by, for example, 
contesting a dominant discourse by recreating it into another. However, 
in the context of the present study, as a form of government concerning 
the self and the body, emancipation (Ozanne & Murray, 1995) can only 
be possible to the extent that one is able to escape from oneself and 
one’s own body. 
 
 A dialectical conception of power represented in the cultural model 
permeating much of the previous literature enables us to understand the 
ongoing negotiation between consumers and corporations. Moreover, 
such a conception allows us to understand part of how power is constitu-
tive of consumption. However, it fails to properly account for the pro-
ductive struggle such negotiation entails and which constitute new and 
unintended social and material realities for consumers and corporations. 
Hence, the constitution of consumption is not adequately understood 
exclusively in relation to consumers' micro level activities and practices 
but needs to be analyzed in relation to the market as a constellation of 
multiple actors reproducing consumerism at multiple levels of scale. 
 
 In the end, consumerism is a powerful discourse operating in public 
policy through the neo-liberal principles of 'empowerment through in-
formation'. Moreover, the power of consumerism has corporeal implica-
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tions. Above, I have exposed how the politics of consumerism in the 
Swedish context reconstitutes a historicized concern with consumer-
citizens and their bodies. In this institutional context of consumption, date 
labeling constitutes consumption in ways that reinforce the mind/body 
dualism of consumerism, privileging cognition and choice at the cost of 
the human embodiment and sensory perception. As such, this consumer-
ism has implications beyond the Swedish context and the case of date 
labeling. Consumerism may be related to a variety of other contexts ad-
vocating the neo-liberal managerialism that is characteristic of contem-
porary society, such as public health, work place administration etc. 

Managerial implications 

Consumer policy in the area of the food market needs to acknowledge 
the disembodiment arising in the wake of date labeling. Concerning the 
Swedish topical case of date labeling, to come to grips with food waste 
generated from consumers seemingly 'blinded by the dates', policy mak-
ers may benefit from recognizing that 'empowerment through infor-
mation' does not necessarily leave consumers better off in their everyday 
practices. Food waste is not the 'irrational' residue of the date label con-
sumer but, rather, it is the most rational product of a system seeking to 
optimize the body by making consumption empowered, controlled, ef-
fective, predictable, agentic and responsible. 
 
 There is nothing suggesting that altered forms of date labeling will 
serve as a solution to the problem of food waste, such as changing ‘best 
before’ into ‘fresh at least until’ (sv. ‘minst hållbar till’) etc. In effective, 
predictable, agentic and responsible consumption, individuals will tend 
to make choices based on their duties as risk-aware, responsible and self-
optimizing individuals. Therefore, rather than blaming individual con-
sumers for not utilizing their bodies, or making suggestions for altered 
forms of information, current food policy may be reconsidered to in-
clude the human embodiment to a greater extent. This may foster new 
institutional conditions in consumer culture. Such conditions would, for 
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example, stimulate education among retailers and allow them to utilize 
their professional sensory perceptions to evaluate food quality of unsold 
products that is about to expire. 
 
 Moreover, retailers themselves ought to consider developing industry 
standards for not wasting products which are about to expire. In the 
present study, retailers, and particularly the large-scale actors, 
acknowledge wasting vast amounts of perfectly edible food products only 
because of the date labels. It has been argued extensively above that re-
tailers engage in such unsustainable disposal practices for reasons of le-
gitimacy. To come to grips with such problems, NFA regulation should 
authorize the implementation of industry standards allowing and encour-
aging retailers to utilizing their embodied expertise in re-evaluating food 
products approaching their best before or use by dates. Such standards 
most probably have to include manufacturers' approvals and were to 
permit and stimulate repackaging and relabeling of products with new 
dates. Retailers may then use such embodied practices as part of their 
marketing campaigns to anchor their corporate brands more firmly in 
discourses of environmental sustainability. Moreover, this will institu-
tionally foster further embodiment in consumer culture, reducing the 
food waste generated. 

Future research 

The present study has argued the need for CCT scholars to more rigor-
ously pursue a market-oriented focus in the study of consumption and 
the conceptualization of consumer culture. The market is comprised not 
only of consumers but also of other market actors operating at multiple 
levels of scale. Where previous studies have explored consumption in 
relation to the reproduction of the culture of consumerism, i.e. consumer 
culture, it has been done with an emphasis on the micro level - individual 
or groups of consumers seeking to differentiate themselves from the 
market. The present study has shown how consumption is only partly 
understood when seen from the perspective of the individual consumer, 
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and that consumption research benefits from not just acknowledging but 
investigating the larger historical and institutional forces that shapes the 
market, the consuming self and consumption practice. Scholars therefore 
need to recognize and enroll macro and meso level actors into the study 
of consumption, emphasizing the power relations between states, mar-
kets and people as consumers.  
 
 In arguing for an extra-dialectical understanding of consumer culture, 
the present study contributes with a more refined view of consumer cul-
ture as a multiplicity of particular and sometimes overlapping contexts and 
discourses. Moreover, the study shows the corporeal implications of 
power and consumerism on people as consumers. Hence, it is suggested 
that future consumer culture theory ought to aim at continuing exploring 
the ways in which dominant institutional discourses of particular con-
sumption contexts operate to bear on the human body, seeking to con-
stitute everyday consumption in particular ways. 
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