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ABSTRACT 

Working Assets, a long-distance phone service company, often markets its services by 

telling customers that buying the company's products/services will contribute to social 

progress Q^Help save rainforests, defend reproductive freedom and house the homeless 

while you save money on long distance calls"). This claim is based on the company's 

philanthropic and political practices, such as donating 1% of its long distance revenue to 

"progressive" nonprofit organizations, and alerting customers to current political, 

environmental, and social issues in its monthly mailings and through email. Working 

Assets' rhetorical representations of itself, its customers, and the act of consumption 

epitomize one moment in a dialectical process that is redefining economic, social, and 

political boimdaries in the contemporary U.S. In this project, I term this process the 

"politicization of consumption" and define it as rhetorical practices that represent 

consumption as an exercise of social or political power. This project analyzes Working 

Assets' marketing rhetoric, as well as other samples of marketing texts that merge 

consumption with citizenship, for internal and external tensions that demonstrate ways 

that the politicization of consumption influences and is influenced by U.S. post-Fordist 

capitalism. Analyzing a variety of texts using Marxist dialectical inquiry as a theoretical 

fi-amework and the concept of post-Fordism as a historical fi-amework reveals the role of 

rhetoric in social and cultural production and reproduction and, more specifically, in 

redefining notions of "consumption" and "citizenship" in the contemporary U.S. This 

project concludes that, while the rhetoric of Working Assets and other companies that 
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market "civic consumption" largely support capitalist structures, this rhetoric also cracks 

open the always already political nature of consumption, offering critical scholars 

opportunities for exposing the contradictions of capitalism. 
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Chapter 1: An Introduction to the Rhetoric of Politicized 
Consumption: The Rise of Consumer Culture and Rhetoric's Role in 
Producing Consumers 

"Want a better world? It's your call. Help save rainforests, 
defend reproductive freedom and house the homeless while 
you save money on long distance calls." (Working Assets 
promotional brochure) 

Working Assets is a long-distance phone service provider that markets itself as a 

"socially responsible" company. The company's advertisements often promise customers 

that buying the company's products/services will contribute to social progress. Working 

Assets' claims to "social responsibility" are based on its philanthropic and political 

practices; donating 1% of its long distance revenue to "progressive" nonprofit 

organizations, alerting customers to current political, environmental, and social issues in 

its monthly mailings and through email, and partnering with other "socially responsible" 

organizations, such as MoveOn.org, to influence local and national policy makers.' 

Working Assets' rhetorical representations of itself, its customers, and the act of 

consumption epitomize one moment in a dialectical process that is redefining economic, 

social, and political boundaries in the contemporary U.S. In this project, I term this 

process the "politicization of consumption" and define it as rhetorical practices that 

represent consumption as an exercise of social or political power.^'^ One result of these 

rhetorical practices is a shift in the ways that people in the U.S. understand what it means 

to be a consumer and a citizen. Companies like Working Assets contribute to this shift 

by advertising the purchase of their products/services as a form of social and political 

action: "change the world while you make long distance phone calls." 
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The purpose of this project is to analyze tensions at work within this merger of the 

economic and the social, and the consumer and the citizen through an analysis of 

Working Assets' marketing rhetoric, and then to situate these tensions within the larger 

context of U.S. capitalism. By analyzing a variety of texts using Marxist dialectical 

inquiry as a theoretical framework (see Chapter 2) and the concept of post-Fordism as a 

historical framework (discussed later in this chapter), I contend that Working Assets is a 

useful case study for investigating ways that rhetoric—-defined here according to 

communication scholar Barry Brummett's definition: "the social fimction that influences 

and manages meaning"—^acts as a site of social and cultural production and reproduction 

(xiv).'^ The key questions that serve as the focal points of this analysis are; 

• What do Working Assets' texts reveal about contradictions among its representations 

of itself, consumption, and the economic concept of the consumer and the 

sociopolitical concept of the citizen? 

• When compared to other texts that sell consumption as social or political action, what 

does Working Assets' rhetoric reveal about this particular moment in the dialectic of 

politicized consumption (PC)?^ 

• What kinds of economic, social, and political effects might result from the rhetoric of 

"socially responsible" consumption (SRC)? How is this rhetoric situated within the 

larger social context of U.S. post-Fordism? 

• What opportunities does this study provide for rhetoricians interested in critiquing 

capitalism? 
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After answering the first two questions by examining Working Assets' and other 

organizations' rhetoric in order to describe some of the current characteristics of the PC 

dialectic, I then argue that one result of this process is a change in the cultural meaning of 

the commodity. Rather than representing the utility of needed products and services, as 

in the classical economic understanding of the commodity, or as a means of establishing 

social status and identity, as in the modem social imderstanding of the commodity, 

Working Assets' representation of its products/services redefines the commodity as a tool 

for citizenship. The convergence of consumption with civic action adds a political 

meaning to the commodity form.^ Such a change, writes commimications scholar Martyn 

Lee, suggests corresponding changes in the larger social structure: 

I take as my starting point the fact that any significant change to the nature 

of modem society can ultimately be seen reflected in the commodity form. 

Moreover, any changes to the commodity-form itself, that is, any changes 

to the ways in which we produce, distribute and exchange commodities, 

will have important implications for the composition of our social needs 

and of society generally, (xiii) 

If this is so, an analysis of Working Assets' rhetoric is, in effect, an analysis of one 

moment within a much larger process affecting the whole of society; therefore, an 

examination of Working Assets' texts and other examples of SRC rhetoric serves as a 

useful site for investigating the third focal question by linking changes in the commodity 

form to changes in the natiire of post-Fordist U.S. capitalism. Finally, I address the 

fourth question by concluding that the rhetoric of Working Assets and of other 
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organizations that promote politicized consumption cracks open (ever so slightly) the 

history of a commodity, and therefore opens a space for rhetoricians and other critical 

scholars who seek to expose the always already social and political consequences of 

consumption. 

The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to answering the following 

question; what social, economic, and political conditions made the emergence of this 

rhetoric of politicized consumption possible? While answering this question fijUy would 

require a far larger work, I concentrate my discussion on two of the most important 

factors that have made companies like Working Assets' rapid growth feasible and even 

predictable, given the historical context; 1) the recent shifts in the economic, social, and 

political structure of society that have been referred to by some scholars as "post-

Fordism," and 2) the development, over the last 100 years, of a (relatively) large 

"professional class" in U.S. society. ' After discussing this historical and social context. 

Chapter 2 provides the methodological and theoretical context by describing my 

interpretation of Barry Brummett's continuum of rhetorical meaning and my approach to 

and definition of Marxist dialectical inquiry. Chapters 3 and 4 are rhetorical analyses of 

texts that demonstrate the PC dialectic in action. Chapter 3 focuses on Working Assets' 

texts, while Chapter 4 moves outward to examine a variety of texts from other businesses 

and nonprofit organizations that in some way promote politicized consumption. The 

conclusion, Chapter 5, concentrates on the expansion and effects of rhetoric that sells 

politicized consumption, situates it within the broader social context of post-Fordism, and 
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suggests that its effects—^besides supporting post-Fordism—^also point to contradictions 

in U.S. capitalism that are ripe for critique and exploitation. 

Post-Fordism and the Rise of Consumer Culture 

In order to examine Working Assets' rhetoric, it is useful to know something of 

the economic and social conditions in which the company was founded and flourished. 

The term "Fordism" is generally associated with the work of Antonio Gramsci, who used 

the term to signify economic, social and political conditions related to the development of 

mass production in the U.S. in the early twentieth century. Scholars who use this term 

generally refer to the implementation of assembly lines and the massive increases in 

industrial productivity as the central economic characteristics of Fordism—characteristics 

with significant social consequences, such as the rise of mass consumption in response to 

higher worker wages and the greater availability of goods made possible by mass 

production. Fordism, then, is primarily defined in terms of the sphere of production. The 

concept "post-Fordism," on the other hand, while it continues to focus on the sphere of 

production as a site of social change, also addresses the centrality of consumption in 

shaping social relations. As a response to the crises of overproduction in the early 1970s, 

post-Fordism is generally characterized by: 

• economic shifts away from Fordist production cycles where parts and inventory are 

stockpiled for future use, to "just in time" production using flexible technology, a 

"flexible" workforce (which includes outsourcing, temporary labor, the expansion of 



worker duties and hours), and the fragmentation of the mass market into groups of 

specialized, "niche" consumers in an effort to boost profit levels; 

• social shifts that increase the influence of mass media and lessen the influence of 

traditional social institutions, such as religion, in tandem with the rise of consumer 

culture 

• political shifts that retreat from traditional party politics because of citizens' 

skepticism toward politicians and governmental institutions. 

(c£ Buechler, HefFeman, Slater) 

In relation to this project, the most significant of these factors is the rise of 

consumer culture. Working Assets' rhetoric successfully sells the company's version of 

consumer "activism" because its customers accept consumption as a way of life. Many 

scholars have written about the increasing influence consumer culture has on the 

economic, social, and political life of people in modem capitalist societies. In 1974, 

Raymond Williams argued that "the dominant mode of human perception and interaction 

is very generally mediated by consumption" (70-1). More recently, sociologist Don 

Slater, in his work Consumer Culture and Modernity (1997), contends that consumption 

has become one of the central means of cultural reproduction: "it is through culturally 

specific forms of consumption that we produce and reproduce cultures, social relations, 

and indeed society" (132). Martyn Lee (1993) argues that "consumption is the social 

activity which, above all others, unites economy and culture" (xiii). While these and 

other scholars may vary in some respects in their particular definitions of consumer 



culture, there is the common sense that it is a social arrangement in which the acquisition 

and use of commodities mediates peoples' understanding of themselves and their world. 

In the current post-Fordist atmosphere within the U.S., one effect of consumer cultiire is 

the link it forges between the power of consumption and the values that people in the 

U.S. claim as central to the "American way of life": political freedom, social progress, 

and economic productivity. As I argue in Chapter 3, embedded in Working Assets' 

rhetoric, for example, is an association of consumption with social progress—^better, 

more "responsible" consumers will lead to a better society. 

While consumer culture came to full fruition within the social and economic 

conditions of post-Fordism, how and when did this social arrangement develop? 

Although the rapid spread of mass consumption of standardized goods is often associated 

with the period after World War II, most scholars begin their history of the culture of 

consumption with the period between 1880 and 1930,^ when the rapid growth of industry 

and early forms of mass production, the spread of transportation systems (such as 

railroads), the expansion of mass printing (which provided outlets for advertising), and 

the emergence of the middle class, acted as fertile soil for the establishment of 

consumption as a defining characteristic of everyday life. As Richard Fox notes, "the 

American culture of consumption did not emerge full-blown at mid-century. Not only 

were middle-class Americans using credit to buy a vast array of goods, in the 1920s 

legions of publicists promoted, celebrated, or condemned the centrality of consumption in 

Americans' lives beginning in the late nineteenth century" (k). Among the earliest 



critics of the emerging consumer culture was Thorstein Veblen, who in 1899 criticized 

the decadence of "conspicuous consumption" in The Theory of the Leisure Class. 

As the century continued, consumption became a kind of signifier for freedom, as 

Fox notes in his discussion of a 1944 advertisement for Hoover vacuum cleaners: "three 

years after Roosevelt's 'Four Freedoms'—freedom of religion and speech, freedom from 

want and fear—^the Hoover ad urged that 'the Fifth Freedom is Freedom of Choice'" (ix). 

Over two decades before post-Fordist economic conditions emerged, seeds for the 

success of companies like Working Assets were being sown with ads like this one that 

cast consumption in a political Ught. During the economic expansion of the 1950s, 

because the country's Puritan emphasis on thrift and saving had not entirely disappeared, 

marketers faced the "problem of prosperity," succinctly described in William Whyte's 

1957 book. Organization Man: 

"we are now confronted with the problem of permitting the average 

American to feel moral.. .even when he is spending, even when he is not 

saving, even when he is taking two vacations a year and buying a second 

or third car. One of the basic problems of prosperity, then, is to 

demonstrate that the hedonistic approach to life is a moral, not an immoral 

one." (qtd. in Ehrenreich 36)'" 

As the Cold War developed, one of the ways this shift to "moral consumption" was 

accomplished was through the idea that the ability to consimie demonstrated the 

superiority of the U.S. way of life over that of the presumed archenemy, the Soviet 



Union. Fox points to this trend when referring to the public conversation between 

Krushchev and Nixon that took place when Nkon, as Vice-President, visited Moscow: 

Richard Nixon's "Kitchen Debate" with Nikita Khrushchev in 1959 was a 

pure expression of the times: the American way of Ufe equated with the 

American "standard of living." The American system worked, Nixon told 

the Russians, because "44 million families in America own 56 million 

television sets, 143 million radio sets, and...31 million of those families 

own their own homes." (x) 

In the decades since the 50s, the cementing of this link between the "American way of 

life" and consumption has meant that "In the second half of the 20th centxiry, we have 

gradually learnt to talk and think of each other and ourselves less as workers, citizens, 

parents or teachers and more as consumers" (qtd. in Lewis and Bridger, 1).^' Culturally, 

consumption now serves as a primary tool for establishing identity as more traditional 

means of identity-construction, such as religion or political party, diminish in influence. 

The "yuppie" decade of the 1980s has been described as a period in which 

consumption gained even greater moral legitimation: 

The consumer was the hero of the hour, not just the provider of that 

buying power which would foel economic growth.. .but as the very model 

of the modem subject and citizen. Exemplified in neo-liberalism— 

specifically in Reagonomics and Thatcherism—consumer choice became 

the obligatory pattern for all social relations and the template for civic 

dynamism and fi-eedom. (Slater 10) 
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Although the latter years of the decade gave rise to "yuppie bashing" and a retreat from 

the new "conspicuous consumption" (which was often largely financed through credit 

cards), capitalism's need for ever-increasing profit necessitated that consumption levels 

must continue to increase, so as "yuppies" went out of style, the search was on for a new 

marketing "hook": "'Yuppies have become a bore and, under the circumstances, 

something of an embarrassment. Thus, Madison Avenue is trying to wipe them 

out.. .yuppies are now to be replaced in Madison Avenue's eyes by [...] some other 

group with similar buying characteristics but better values than yuppies exhibited'" (qtd. 

in Ehrenreich 242). The stage was set for the rise of the rhetoric of "socially 

responsible" consimiption and the emergence of companies such as Working Assets. 

In addition to the economic retreat in the late 80s from yuppie spending sprees, 

the political atmosphere fostered by post-Fordism also helped generate the conditions 

necessary for a shift in the rhetoric of consumption. If, economically, post-Fordism has 

been largely defined by the power of consumption through the exponential expansion of 

market research, "just in time" production, and niche consumption, then politically it has 

been defined by many citizens' withdrawal from the public freedoms of citizenship (the 

freedom to vote, to participate in government, to express opinions on public issues) into 

the private freedoms of consumption (the freedom to design an identity and lifestyle 

based on one's choice of available products/services). Fueled by the cynicism that 

resulted from the Vietnam War, Watergate, and a growing perception of the government 

as a wasteftil, unwieldy bureaucracy, the U.S. public has become increasingly skeptical of 

the eflBcacy of the traditional means of democracy over the last three decades. While one 



popular narrative touts new technologies as tools that will give (consumer) citizens more 

political power, this narrative stands in tension with the view that the government is not 

really in the hands of "the people": 

A fundamental paradox occurs.. .whereas technological evolutions are 

supposed to enhance the direct participation of citizens in democracy, at 

the same time a growing gap is observed between the citizen and political 

and economic life. The fact that economic imperatives have gradually 

become independent of everything else and that politics has gradually 

become a matter for administrators and new bureaucratic elites (e.g., the 

European Union) has gradually undermined the status of the citizen. As 

Jiirgen Habermas states, "For the citizen, these processes translate into an 

even greater gap between being affected by something and participating in 

changing it." (Pauwels 65) 

If post-Fordist political cynicism and withdrawal means that citizens no longer feel 

empowered to change the government to reflect their interests, then what is the 

alternative? "To cope with this fimdamental loss of citizenship, the neoliberal and 

postmodernist society of the late twentieth century puts forward the notion of consumer 

sovereignty" (Pauwels 65). It is, then, to this notion of consumer sovereignty that I turn 

in discussing social conditions that have fostered the success of SRC rhetoric and 

companies like Working Assets. 
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Post-Fordism and the Rhetoric of Consumer Sovereignty: Power to the Buyer 

Consumer sovereignty, the notion that consumers have power over producers and 

can influence the market through their purchasing choices, is a concept that fits handily 

within the economic and social fi-amework of a post-Fordist capitalist system and is, in 

essence, at the heart of Working Assets' rhetoric. Touted as one of the primary 

"regulatory" mechanisms of a free market, the notion of consumer sovereignty is the 

embodiment of the 1940s Hoover ad's "fi-eedom of choice." Don Slater's discussion of 

consumer sovereignty is an insightful look at the powerfiil consequences this notion has 

within a consumer culture. He notes that 

within the tradition of liberalism, consumer sovereignty means two things: 

firstly, that consumers have sovereignty over their own needs, desires, 

wants, identities. [...] In other words, needs and desires are private[...]. 

Secondly, however, liberalism holds that the consumer is sovereign in a 

market society—and only in a market society—^because competition, 

enforced through the price mechanism, ensures that producers must 

respond to the expressed preferences of consumers. By allocating their 

scarce means (money) amongst available goods in terms of the amoimt of 

satisfaction they might obtain fi-om them at a given price, consumers hold 

a very effective axe over the heads of producers. [...] This works, of 

course, only if consumers are already sovereign in the first sense. (Slater 

35) 
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Slater here points out that underlying the notion of consumer sovereignty is an 

assiimption that individual consumers freely and privately construct their "needs, desires, 

wants and identities," an assumption that ignores the powerful social influence that 

rhetoric exerts over these individuals' same needs, desires, wants and identities from 

birth. Slater also remarks on the hero-like status the consumer attains when the rhetoric 

of consumer sovereignty holds sway in a modem society; 

consumer sovereignty brings together the three defining obsessions of 

modernity: freedom, reason, and progress. Hence the heroism of 

consumption: the most trivial purchase of a Chicken McNugget is an 

enactment of individual self-determination, of the rational calculation of 

ends and means, and of the energetic social advancement produced by 

these forces. (35) 

So, even beyond the basic moral legitimation that advertisers sought to give the practice 

of consumption in the 1950s (as noted earlier in the quote from Whyte's book), the 

contemporary consumer is now portrayed as the embodiment of the best of modem 

society—^an individual freely choosing products or services and thereby contributing to 

the advancement of society through the "democratic" process of the "free market." Slater 

goes on to suggest that consumer sovereignty became a particularly powerfril concept in 

the 1980s: 

In the west, the neo-liberal revival exemplified by Thatcherism and 

Reagonomics had already promoted consumer sovereignty as the link 

between freedom and dynamism. The model of consumer choice came to 
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be seen as the most adequate model for all forms of modem citizenship 

and social action, the market as the only means of social coordination that 

secured both freedom and progress. (37, emphasis added) 

Part of the social mileu of post-Fordism, then, has been the expansion of the economic 

idea of "buyer power" into the realm of the social and the political, an expansion that 

(ostensibly) gave consumers the right to not only call into question what producers made 

available for consumption, but how they made it. As I contend in Chapters 3 and 4, the 

politics of a product and the company that manufactures it have become increasingly 

significant selling points. In response to this heightened emphasis on consumer 

sovereignty, businesses responded by seeking ways to present themselves as "socially 

responsible." 

Post-Fordism and the Rhetoric of the "Socialfy Responsible" Company Movement: 
Power to the Company 

In the early 1970s, conservative economist Milton Friedman asserted that "There 

is one and only one social responsibility of business—^to use its resources and engage in 

activities designed to increase its profits" (16). Friedman made this argimient in response 

to a growing movement within the business community that stressed the need for 

businesses to consider the social, economic, and environmental effects that they had on 

the communities in which they operated and on society as a whole. In the 1960s, in 

conjunction with the growing strength of the civil rights, environmental, and consumers' 

rights movements, along with increasing public skepticism toward large institutions. 



business organizations came under a new kind of scrutiny that manifested itself through 

the birth of several new governmental regulatory agencies: the Consumer Protection 

Agency, the Environmental Protection Agency, and the Occupational Safety and Health 

Administration. Out of this emerging awareness of the relationship between economic 

activities and their social effects, as well as the growing popularity of the idea of 

consumer sovereignty, the U.S. public's expectations of businesses began to shift toward 

an increased attention on corporate social accountability. In opposition to Friedman's 

stance, proponents of social responsibility argued, "To earn and retain social legitimacy, 

the corporation must define its basic mission in terms of the social purpose it is designed 

to serve rather than as the maximization of profit" (Wilson 35). Over the next three 

decades, the ways this expectation was translated into business practices evolved fi"om 

mandatory compliance with governmental regulations in the 60s, to companies' gradual 

move toward factoring in societal effects as part of their overall mission in the 70s, to the 

more recent appearance in the late 80s and 90s of a growing number of companies, such 

as Working Assets, whose rhetoric presents the company's identity not as tied entirely to 

its product or service, but also to its social, political, and/or environmental 

commitments. 

Businesses that claim the label "socially responsible" have come under increasing 

pressure to define their identity in terms of social benefits they can offer to the larger 

society. Ian Wilson, business management consultant and proponent of the social 

responsibility movement, helped to develop the following corporate mission statement 

while working at General Electric: 



The corporation is a creation of society whose piirpose is the 

production of needed goods and services, to the profit of society and 

itself 

As an institution of society, a corporation must reflect that society's 

shared values—social, moral, political and legal, as well as economic. It 

must change as society changes. However, as a dynamic institution, it can 

also seek to influence the ultimate form and expression of those changes. 

(WUson 37) 

This statement articulates the idea that society and businesses mutually influence each 

other: while the text begins by pointing to the power that a society should have over a 

company (exerted through the political power of the law and the economic choices of 

individual consumers), it ends by emphasizing the power that a company may use in 

society. In other words, the company is a social and political entity that may, as part of 

its responsibilities, seek to influence social beliefs and political legislation. While the 

rhetoric of "consumer sovereignty" presents the consumer as the primary agent of social 

change, the rhetoric of the "socially responsible" company movement presents the 

business organization as an additional agent of change, one that can and should seek to 

participate in the shaping of society. And, in addition, a "socially responsible" company 

may expect to reap the benefits of its social participation by marketing its "responsible-

ness" as a component of its products and services. In other words, through the marketing 

rhetoric a company generates, social progress itself becomes a commodity that consumers 

can buy when they purchase products or services from a "socially responsible" business. 



26 

In conjunction with the post-Fordist maturation of consumer culture—demonstrated, for 

example, through the influence of the rhetorics of consumer sovereignty and the "Socially 

responsible" company movement in the 1980s and 90s—^the politicization of 

consumption became manifest in marketing rhetoric aimed at a segment of the 

professional class that, in the current flurry of "post-isms" might be called "post-

Yuppies." These "post-Yuppies" would embrace SRC rhetoric and, in turn, support 

companies like Working Assets. 

"Sociallv Responsible" Professionals; "Doing Well While Doing Good**^^ 

Who are these "moral" consumers who wield their buying power in hopes of 

bettering society? Because Working Assets' marketing rhetoric is both a response to and 

influence on the construction of a particular group of people in the U.S., it is important to 

have some understanding of the social location of this group in relation to the PC 

dialectic. To do this, I now return to the second of the two factors that are essential for 

the existence of Working Assets and SRC rhetoric: the emergence and development over 

the last century of a "professional class." 

While the concept of the "professional class" in the U.S. is one that is defined in 

many different ways by many scholars, there is little argument that there is a group of 

people located between the traditional "working class" and the "capitalist class" as Marx 

originally defined them. While Marx referred to a class called the "petite bourgeoisie" 

(small business owners), this class, was, in his time, a relatively small group. A powerful 

force in U.S. development throughout the twentieth century was the growth in numbers 

and in economic, cultural, and political power of this group of people in the middle. 



Since Marx, scholars and writers studying the expansion and influence of this class have 

used a variety of descriptive terms, including "service class" (used in British sociology, 

especially in the work of Karl Renner), "professional-managerial class" (used by Barbara 

and John Ehrenreich), "white collar" (popularized by C. Wright Mills' classic work. 

White Collar), "new working class" (used by some contemporary Marxists, such as 

David Harvey and Harry Braverman) and "new bourgeoisie" (see the work of Pierre 

Bourdieu). Renner's term, "service class," highlights the function of this group as one 

that does not generally labor directly to produce a tangible product, but provides a service 

that indirectly supports the continued fimctioning of industry—^for example, doctors, 

teachers, and bureaucrats who make up the peripheral structures that keep the industrial 

machine fimctioning. Working along similar lines, Barbara and John Ehrenreich write 

that the "professional-managerial class" is characterized by its responsibility for social 

reproduction: "We define the Professional-Managerial Class [(PMC)] as consisting of 

salaried mental workers who do not own the means of production and whose major 

fimction in the social division of labor may be described broadly as the reproduction of 

capitalist culture and capitalist class relations" (12). The PMCs, then, ensure the 

continuation of capitalism. C. Wright Mills' book. White Collar: The American Middle 

Classes, popularized the term that described an early distinctive physical feature about 

the professional class—in contrast to working class people, who often wore blue work 

uniforms and were thus called "blue collar" workers, middle class professional workers 

generally wore suits and white shirts. This label is a reminder of the most enduring 

perception of the professional class—^that is, that it seldom engages in taxing physical 



labor. The labels "new working class" and "new bourgeoisie" point to one of the 

continuing debates that surround the professional class: how is it aligned with the two 

classes on either end? Proponents of the "new working class" suggest that the 

professional class is more closely aMgned with workers. Writers such as Harry 

Braverman and David Harvey have argued that, like workers in a capitalist system, the 

professional class is increasingly being deskilled, or proletarianized. Scholars who use 

the term "new bourgeoisie," such as Pierre Bourdieu, suggest that the interests of the 

professional class are tied more closely to the interests of capitalists whom they serve 

17 
rather than to the working class. 

Because the boundaries for and characteristics of the professional class are 

difficult to define, it would, perhaps, be more descriptive to use the term "professional 

classes." As Donald Hodges notes, "Members of the professional class make up a motley 

group. The class includes the policy professionals, both neoliberal and neoconservative; 

the pure professionals or career professionals who steer clear of the temptation to change 

the world; and the alienated professionals of the Old Left and the New Left" (174). Some 

scholars have attempted to characterize these "classes within a class" in order to focus 

more specifically on a particular group of people within the broader professional class. 

Harold Perkin, for example, suggests that a schism appearing early in the ranks of 

professionals continues to divide the class: 

A running quarrel broke out between the two wings of professionaHsm, 

the public sector professionals, who wished to see an expansion of their 

services for everyone, and the private sector professionals, chiefly the 



managers of big business and their friends, who wanted less public 

spending and lower taxes. [...] The triumph of the Thatcherites in Britain, 

like that of the Reaganites and Gingrich Republicans in the United States, 

was the victory of the private sector professionals over the rest of society, 

(xiii-xiv) 

The Ehrenreichs categorize this split as a divide between managers, administrators, and 

engineers, on the one side, and liberal arts and service professionals on the other, arguing 

that the liberal arts and service professionals became the "repository" of progressive, 

liberal thought in the U.S. It is the contemporary equivalent of these liberal arts and 

service professionals, I maintain, who warrant the designation "socially responsible" 

professionals (SRPs). The use of the word "professional" refers to general characteristics 

associated with the broader professional class, such as a belief in the importance of 

education and, with it, science and reason as guides for social progress; a claim to 

objectivity and autonomy from traditional class hostility; and a commitment to the 

capitalist values of "productivity" and "efiSciency." The phrase "socially responsible" 

refers to economic, social, and political attitudes associated with "public sector" 

professionals: moderately conservative on economic issues and generally liberal on 

political and social issues. In using this term, I am describing a group of people who—as 

professionals—^are in large part responsible for the continued fimctioning of the capitalist 

system but—^as citizens—^have also inherited the Progressive Era's sense of obligation to 

reform that system. 
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SRPs: Progressive Era Roots 

By looking briefly at the Progressive Era roots of the professional class and focusing 

on traits pertaining most closely to the emergence of SRPs, the contemporary relation 

between Working Assets' rhetoric of "socially responsible" consumption and SRPs 

appears as a predictable effect of the ongoing construction of this social group. The rise 

of a professional class in the U.S. is generally linked to the Progressive Era's response to 

the rapid growth of industry, for along with increases in productivity and available 

consumer goods came labor unrest as a result of oppressive working conditions, as well 

as the rapid growth of cities and the accompanying problems of inadequate housing, 

disease, and crime. On the one hand, the new industrial organizations required a group of 

management professionals to administer the growing number of factories, transportation 

systems, and sales networks. On the other hand, effects of the associated social ills 

generated opportunities for those "service" professionals who would combat the 

problems of industrialization. Economic expansion during this period generated large 

amounts of surplus capital that made possible the rapid growth in numbers of these 

ancestors of today's SRPs. During the Progressive Era, professionals such doctors, 

lawyers, and teachers not only made their living from working for social progress by 

calling for better hospitals, a more equitable legal and governmental system, and 

widespread education, they also worked as citizens for progressive reforms. These 

reforms included the labeling of ingredients in food (Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906), 

the addition of millions of acres to land classified as national forest (facilitated partially 

through the creation of the Forest Service and the Biireau of Reclamation in 1902 and the 
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Park Service in 1916), workmen's compensation laws (by 1921, 46 states had passed 

workmen's compensation laws), and election reform (the l?*** Amendment, which 

provided for the direct popular election of senators, was passed in 1913). 

Champions of education, the Progressive Era reformers believed in the power of 

science and reason to bring social advancement. For the new professional class, an 

education was not only the path to a well-paying job, it was also a claim to a certain kind 

of cultural authority or "human capital": "the social position of this group depended not 

on the ownership and inheritance of wealth or property but on the possession of 

educational qualifications, technical skills and professional credentials" (Heffeman 32). 

This emphasis on education supported the "democratic" ideal that anyone could "earn" 

social standing through successfully navigating the educational system—which meant, of 

course, earning high grades, attending the "right" schools, and getting degrees in well-

respected professional fields.'^ 

In addition to providing cultural power and social mobility, many Progressive Era 

reformers also believed that their education placed them in a uniquely neutral position 

outside of traditional class antagonisms: 

Members of this new class identified themselves, through their special 

skills and professional expertise, with the ostensibly "objective" and 

"universal" values of science and reason, rather than with what they felt to 

be the narrow, sectional and class-determined perspectives of capitalists 

and organized labour alike. They claimed, then, to stand above and 



beyond class interests and for the general good of society as a whole. 

(Heffeman 30) 

Because their level of education instilled in them a rational, objective worldview, argued 

the progressives, they were best suited to develop and implement the solutions to 

society's problems. William James, teacher, psychologist, philosopher, and ardent 

reformer wrote passionately about his class's right to shape society: 

in this very simple way does the value of our educated class deime itself: 

we, more than others, should be able to divine the worthier and better 

leaders. The terms here are monstrously simplified, of course, but such a 

bird's-eye view lets us immediately take our bearings. In our democracy, 

where everything else is so shifting, we alumni and alumnae of the 

colleges are the only permanent presence that corresponds to the 

aristocracy in older countries. We have continuous traditions, as they 

have; our motto, too, is noblesse oblige', and, unlike them, we stand for 

ideal interests solely, for we have no corporate selfishness and wield no 

powers of corruption. We ought to have our own class-consciousness. 

"Les Intellectuals!" What prouder clubname could there be than this one [. 

..]. (327) 

James's words articulate a central argument in Progressive Era service professionals' 

rhetoric (and, later, in SRPs' rhetoric)—^the claim that, because they had the education 

that workers lacked and the moral fiber that capitalists lacked, they were obligated to lead 

the country toward social progress. 
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Related to their commitment to the ideals of education, science, and reason, the 

professional class in the Progressive Era embraced the capitalist values of productivity 

and efficiency. Since professionals' social and economic success was measured largely 

according to the performance of their jobs, the class as a whole argued for the importance 

of increasing productivity and efficiency, which, of course, served to demonstrate the 

need for their educated expertise and the use of science and logic to improve the 

functioning of business organizations as well as social institutions. During the 

Progressive Era, Frederick Taylor and other professionals began to develop the 

framework for what would become the "scientific management" movement, a movement 

that, as the Ehrenreichs note, "first became known to the public as a tool for the 

Progressive attack on corporate greed" (21). Early on, the assumption that increased 

productivity was inevitably linked to progress became central to the professional class's 

credo, for it provided the class with one of its strongest arguments for cultural authority 

and legitimacy. 

Throughout the twentieth century, professionals, for the most part, retained their 

Progressive Era heritage and continued to claim cultural authority based on their 

education and expertise, their (presumed) objectivity, their autonomy (again, presumed) 

from class hostilities, and their ability to improve the productivity and efficiency of social 

institutions from businesses to schools. Barbara and John Ehrenreich, in their essay on 

the "professional managerial class" note that, from the beginning, professionals have seen 

themselves as mediators between workers and capitalists: 
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They iinderstood their own self-interest was bound up in reforming 

capitalism, and they articulated their understanding far more persistently 

and clearly than did the capitalist class itself The role of the emerging 

PMC, as they saw it, was to mediate the basic class conflict of capitalist 

society and create a "rational," reproducible social order. (19) 

Throughout the heyday of Fordism, from the reforms of Roosevelt's New Deal, to the 

technological and scientific advances of the 50s, the professional class continued to act in 

this mediating role by representing itself as the best equipped to lead the way to social 

progress. Nick Heflfeman, in his examination of the contemporary professional class, 

traces the continuance of this role up through the transition to a post-Fordist society: 

The professional-managerial class was the historical product of the 

transition from a capitalism of unregulated competition to an "organised," 

corporate monopoly capitalism. In some senses, it was "called into being" 

to supervise this shift and secure the establishment of a Fordist culture 

based on a social consensus constructed around the twin pillars of mass 

production and mass consumption. With the unraveling of this consensus 

in the 1960s, and the exhaustion of the Fordist long wave of accumulation 

in the series of recessions between 1973 and the end of the 1980s, a 

fijrther structural reorganisation of economic and social relations was 

necessary for capital to restore its command over levels of productivity 

and rates of profitability. As in the earlier historical period, the PMC has 

been instrumental in efiecting and legitimating this reorganization. Put 



very crudely, we might say that it has been entrusted by capital with the 

responsibility for managing the transition towards a new regime of 

accumulation and social regulation. (Heffeman 130-1) 

When viewed from this perspective, the professional class, from the beginning, has 

occupied an ambiguous social position. Like blue collar workers, forced to sell their 

labor to survive, yet like capitalists, often in positions of power over blue collar workers 

and privy to certain educational and economic advantages, professionals occupy what 

sociologist Erik Wright calls a "contradictory class location" which produces a deep 

anxiety about its place in society. Wright maintains that professionals, situated between 

the capitalists and the working class have allegiances and hostilities toward both, and 

therefore are an ambiguous and insecure group. Like the working class, the professional 

class must work for a living; however, it is also suspicious and patronizing of the 

workers' lack of education and, as the Ehrenreichs point out, the professional class exists 

largely by "the expropriation of the skills and culture once indigenous to the working 

class" (17). On the other hand, professionals—^whose education is supposed to provide 

them with social mobility—^tend to assume that one day they may join the ranks of the 

capitalists but, of course, when they do, they will maintain their moral superiority. For 

though professionals may aspire to enjoy the privilege of the capitalist class, they do not 

want to be capitalists. The professional class, indeed, harbors resentment toward the very 

wealthy as decadent and, even worse, unproductive and ineflScient: "the professional-

managerial class has traditionally understood the capitalist class to be an irrational and 

entirely self-interested social group" (Heffeman 34). Donald Hodges articulates the 
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ambiguous feelings that professionals often have for the capitalist class: "On the one 

hand, we are under the spell of what William James called 'the exclusive worship of the 

bitch-goddess SUCCESS.' On the other hand, we feel a certain contempt for success 

because of the belief in human equality instilled in us at an early age" (178). This 

contradictory location renders the professional class particularly vulnerable to the shifts 

and movement of dialectical struggles. The professional class is not only caught within 

the larger and on-going dialectic of social development, the professional class is itself a 

dialectical struggle, a battleground for competing ideologies. In terms of this project, 

understanding the professional class's contradictory location elucidates the important role 

that rhetoric plays in this group's ongoing formation. 

David Brooks, in his popular description of SRPs, Bobos in Paradise, points to 

the precarious path that these professionals walk as they negotiate the middle ground 

between serving the needs of capitalism and acting as the vanguard for social progress:'^ 

[Bobos] gain entry into the establishment by performing a series of 

delicate cultural tasks: they are prosperous without seeming greedy; they 

have pleased their elders without seeming conformist; they have risen to 

the top without too obviously looking down on those below; they have 

achieved success without committing certain socially sanctioned affronts 

to the ideal of social equality; they have constructed a prosperous lifestyle 

while avoiding the old cliches of conspicuous consumption. (Brooks 45) 

In other words, SRPs stand at the intersection "between labor and capital"—^they 

subscribe to the capitalist agenda of prosperity, but it should be a prosperity fairly 
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"earned" through productive work; they operate within the system, but are not bound to 

its rules; they enjoy their individual economic success, but are also committed to the 

betterment of society as a whole.^° 

As in other areas, SRPs must do a delicate balancing act when it comes to 

politics—as supporters of a (relatively) free market based on competition but proponents 

of political democracy based on the idea of equality, SRPs, in theory, rely on the 

"individualized freedoms" of the political-social spheres to offset the "collective 

oppressions" experienced in the economic-productive sphere (Heffeman 84). One 

important freedom, for SRPs, is the practice of citizenship, a concept that is defined 

largely in terms of the choices made by autonomous individuals: 

in the liberal tradition, citizenship is defined primarily as a set of 

individual rights. These rights are said to serve several frmctions. Most 

importantly, the possession of rights denotes individual autonomy. Rights 

give space to the individual to develop their interests and fiilfiU their 

potential free from interference from other individuals or from the 

community as a whole. (Faulks 56) 

However, as discussed earlier, with the shift to post-Fordism the citizen's individual 

political rights have increasingly become associated with the consumer's economic 

"rights." For SRPs, who emphasize the power and privilege of individual choice, 

the consumer is the epitome of the liberal individual, and consumerism 

can be seen as a pre-eminent social training ground in its ethical 

production. It is where we apply to ourselves, at the most intimate and 



detailed levels, the operations by which we understand ourselves in terms 

of choice. (Slater 61) 

If consumer culture is the "pre-eminent social training ground" for the production of 

SRPs, then what are these "operations by which we understand ourselves"? Earlier in the 

chapter I referred to rhetoric as a site for cultural and social reproduction. Slater's 

assertion that consumer culture is applied through "operations" can, I argue, be clarified 

by identifying rhetoric as a site for and means of these "operations." 

Rhetoric's Role in Producing Consumers 

If, as communication scholar Barry Brummett writes, rhetoric is "the social 

function that influences and manages meaning," what does this mean in terms of the 

relation between consumer culture and the rhetoric of organizations like Working Assets? 

In Rhetorical Dimensions of Popular Culture, Brummett defines rhetoric "as a dimension 

of culture" that serves a "social function" (xiii). Consumer culture could not exist 

without the rhetoric of consumption—^that is, to extend Brummett's definition, "the social 

fimction that influences and manages meaning" about consumption. Marketing rhetoric, 

then, as the "face" of the commodity in consumer culture, is a particularly important site 

for examining the role of rhetoric in social and cultural production/reproduction because 

it plays a central role in constructing both the commodity's cultural meaning and the 

identity of the consumer. In terms of the commodity, the task of marketing rhetoric is to 

"create an image of use value in which potential buyers can recognize themselves" 

(Slater 31). Various scholars, such as Mike Featherstone, Don Slater, and Juliet Schor 
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have argued that, in a post-Fordist society, marketing creates this image through the 

depiction of "lifestyles" that beckon the consumer to buy a specific commodity in order 

to participate in a certain kind of lifestyle. If part of the post-Fordist milieu is the shift 

from mass consumption to "niche" or "lifestyle" consumption, then the rhetoric of 

advertising is one of the primary mediums through which these niches and lifestyles are 

constructed: 

post-Fordist marketing [...] disaggregates markets and consumption into 

"lifestyles," "niche markets," "target consumer groups," "market 

segments." These are not defined by broad social demographic structures 

(and do not correlate with them easily, if at all) but rather by cultural 

meanings which link a range of goods and activities into a coherent image. 

The broader claim is that lifestyle marketing not only identifies and targets 

existing lifestyles but rather produces them by organizing consximers 

according to meaningfiil patterns, constructed and distributed through 

design, advertising and the media. (Slater 191) 

In other words, argues Christopher Lasch, advertising not only constructs the cultural 

meaning of a commodity within the context of a given "lifestyle," the ads also construct 

the consumer herself: "'In a simpler time, advertising merely called attention to the 

product and extolled its advantages. Now it manufactures a product of its own: the 

consumer'" (qtd. in Leopold and Fine 198). More specifically for this project, an 

analysis of Working Assets' rhetoric not only provides insight into representation of a 

particular "lifestyle" that currently serves as a marketing strategy, but it also reveals one 



part of the process by which SRP identities are being produced/reproduced, situated 

within their precarious and contradictory social location. In addition, examining Working 

Assets' advertising points to the ongoing development of consumer culture, as 

consumption itself is redefined through the rhetoric of "socially responsible" 

consumption. 

To perform this kind of rhetorical analysis as insight into consumer culture 

requires three preparatory discussions: 1) a general sketch of the historical context 

surrounding the rhetoric—^which in this project involves a description of the consumer 

culture of post-Fordism—^and a definition of the group at which this rhetoric is aimed—in 

this case, SRPs; 2) a methodological outline for rhetorical analysis, such as Barry 

Brummett's continuum of rhetorical meaning, that allows me to examine the social 

functioning this rhetoric; and 3) the explanation of a theoretical approach that 

foregrounds tensions that inhabit rhetoric. The first discussion has been the subject of 

this chapter. The second and third discussions, my interpretation of Barry Brummett's 

rhetorical continuum and my approach to Marxist dialectical inquiry, are the subject of 

the next chapter. 
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Chapter 2; A Method and Theory for Rhetorical Analysis; Bruinniett's 
Continuum of Rhetoric and a Marxist Approach to Dialectical Inquiry 

When considering how rhetoric fimctions to sell Working Assets' version of 

politicized consumption, it's important to understand how rhetoric acts within a society 

as both site for and contributor to the management of meaning. To gain this 

understanding, both a methodology for understanding how various social meanings 

inhabit rhetoric and a theory that foregrounds dynamic tensions among those meanings is 

necessary. In this project, I have chosen Barry Brummett's continuum of rhetorical 

meaning as the methodology and a Marxist approach to dialectical inquiry, largely based 

on the work of Marxist scholar and political scientist Bertell Oilman, as the theoretical 

framework. The usefiilness of combining Brummett's continuum with Oilman's 

approach to dialectical inquiry stems from the connection between Brummett's 

elucidation of the multiple levels at which meaning inhabits rhetoric and Oilman's 

emphasis on relation, process, and contradiction. In other words, Brummett's continuum 

of rhetoric serves as my means for locating on what level meanings are being made, and 

Oilman's categories for dialectical inquiry allow me to study how those meanings are 

connected to each other, as well as to the past, present, and fixture. As I demonstrate in 

Chapters 3 and 4, examining the rhetoric of "socially responsible" consumption (SRC) 

requires this kind of multi-spatial and multi-temporal approach in order to situate this 

rhetoric within its larger context. 



Multiple Meanings: Brummett's Continuum of Rhetoric 

Barry Brummett, in Rhetorical Dimensions of Popular Culture, provides one 

possible methodology for locating levels of rhetorical meaning. Brummett, professor of 

communications at the University of Texas-Austin and rhetorician of popular culture, has 

been influential in challenging the traditional view that rhetoric is primarily manifested in 

discrete texts. Instead, he argues that rhetoric is more usefully conceived of as a 

component of culture that, as quoted earlier, "influences and manages meaning" and 

therefore must be studied not as an isolated object, but in relation to cultural networks 

and the way people live. Rhetoric, Brummett argues, makes possible people's 

construction of meaning on many levels, usually with meaning being constructed on 

several levels simultaneously (38). While there are no sharp divisions on the continuum 

of rhetorical meaning, Brummett theorizes that it is comprised of three general levels: 

exigent, quotidian, and implicative. 

Exigent rhetoric is that which surrounds immediate, pressing needs, where 

decisions must be made and action taken. "If an enemy invades, if an election is 

impending, if our neighbor's dog digs in our dahlias, things must be said and done to 

address the crisis," writes Brummett (39). Humans are aware of the power of exigent 

rhetoric, because it is most often explicitly persuasive, as in political speeches or 

commands. It is on the exigent level, then, that people are most likely to consciously 

examine the claims being made in a text and decide how to respond to those claims. In 

advertising, for example, people are likely to examine the legitimacy of an ad's claim 



based on the discrete text (images, words, sounds) rather than interrogating the 

underlying and dispersed meanings that support the text. 

Quotidian rhetoric is "where decisions are guided that do not take the form of 

peak crises.. .but do involve long-term concerns as well as the momentary choices that 

people must make to get through the day" (41). Examples of this kind of rhetoric are 

. .forms of greeting and farewell, small talk" and "styles of dress," among others (41). 

Quotidian rhetoric, in other words, represents the often unexamined interpretation of 

social norms that people then choose to—^more or less—^follow or resist. People are less 

conscious of the way that quotidian rhetoric (their own or other people's) influences their 

behavior because it is manifest in those everyday choices that they make without 

"constant, sharp awareness" of what has influenced those choices (42). Quotidian 

rhetoric underpins exigent rhetoric and is often considered "common sense." But, writes 

Brummett, the relative lack of conscious examination of quotidian rhetoric "is constantly 

threatening to become either more problematic or even more foundational and 

unexamined" (43). Because of this instability, quotidian rhetoric is a particularly critical 

site for examining tensions among competing meanings in a text. Although on the exigent 

level a text may appear to communicate a coherent meaning, often that "coherence" 

masks contradictory meanings working on the quotidian level. When I examine specific 

texts in Chapters 3 and 4, recognizing the capacity of exigent rhetoric to hide these 

quotidian tensions will be particularly important for analyzing how SRC rhetoric 

reshapes definitions of consumption and citizenship. 



Implicative rhetoric is the far end of the continuum where meaning is 

"sedimented and unquestioned" (44). Brummett calls implicative rhetoric the "conditions 

for common sense" and gives as an example the "common sense" (quotidian) notion that 

men and women have different social roles, which is based on the (implicative) rhetoric 

of "male and female as foundational and opposing categories" (44). Implicative rhetoric 

fimctions largely at an unconscious level and is rarely called into question. Most 

importantly, implicative rhetoric always serves as the support for quotidian and exigent 

rhetoric. 

It's important to note that rhetoric can fiinction on all three levels simultaneously, 

as Brummett explains in the following passage: 

To see a beer commercial as a beer commercial is to defer to the 

intentions of the source that produced it and therefore to treat it as 

[exigent]. The images and phrases in the commercial likely 

reinforce some basic assumptions about the value of social 

interaction, of victory as better than defeat, etc. Therefore, 

[quotidian] manifestations are also serving implicative functions. 

(49) 

Brummett's argument here is usefiil for this project because it calls attention to the 

multiple levels of rhetorical meaning that inhabit a text simultaneously. A single text, 

then, can contaia many meanings that influence—^more or less consciously—^the reader's 

interpretation of that text. Brummett's continuum is also useful because it is not a static 

continuum, but one on which meanings move back and forth along it. Social meaning. 



argues Brummett, can travel along the continuum—exigent rhetoric can become 

quotidian which in turn can become implicative. Brummett also argues that rhetoric can 

move in the other direction along the continuum—for example, "common sense" can be 

called into question (as the women's rights movements have called into question the 

notion that women and men have different social roles). 

In this project, I use Brummett's continuum to locate dialectical tensions in 

rhetorical texts. In examining the different ways that Working Assets' and other 

organizations' marketing texts operate as exigent, quotidian, and implicative, the 

dialectical tensions within SRC rhetoric come into focus. When operating on an exigent 

level, rhetoric fimctions most overtly to shape current social struggles by suggesting 

immediate responses that people should make to specific situation. When that rhetoric is 

an advertisement, for example, the response suggested is an act of consimiption. On a 

quotidian level, rhetoric can either suggest subscription or resistance to social norms, thus 

either reinforcing current definitions of, as Brummet writes, "common sense," or raising 

to the exigent level for reinterpretation previously accepted social norms. Although 

quotidian rhetoric most often reinforces existing norms, Brummett's point that quotidian 

rhetoric is unstable suggests that analyzing quotidian rhetoric is a crucial part of 

dialectical inquiry, for it is on this level that shifts in our definitions of what's "normal" 

are wrangled over. As I argue in Chapters 3 and 4, much of the tension among competing 

notions of the citizen and the consumer occurs on the quotidian level of rhetoric. 

Rhetoric ftinctioning simultaneously as exigent, quotidian, and implicative 

demonstrates how dialectical contradictions can exist within specific texts. Applying this 



methodology to the following Working Assets text reveals how Brummett's method of 

rhetorical analysis might help to reveal dialectical contradictions at work: 

Working Assets makes it easy for busy people to support causes 

they care about. Through our credit card and long distance services 

customers can generate donations for progressive nonprofit groups 

just by doing what they do every day. Best of all, it does not cost a 

penny more. ("Helping Build a Better World," par. 1) 

This passage functions as exigent by promoting Working Assets as an easy way to 

support "progressive" nonprofit groups. On the quotidian level, it assumes that people 

need credit cards and long distance telephone service—^because, as the passage states, 

these are things that people use "every day." The premise of this description of "socially 

responsible" consumption is based on the (implicative) notion that human beings can act 

to influence the society in which they live. 

By defining rhetoric as "the social fimction that manages meaning" and then 

positing the multiple levels at which meaning is made, Brummett's work provides a 

usefiil mechanism for identifying the various levels of rhetorical meaning that inhabit a 

text. However, Brummett's continuum does not provide the necessary theoretical 

background for examining the tensions within and among these multiple meanings. In 

this project I use Marxist dialectical inquiry, a theoretical framework based on the 

concepts of relationship, process, and contradiction, to examine tensions within rhetorical 

practices and the effects of these tensions on human beings.^' 



Because dialectic has been interpreted in many ways by many different scholars 

from ancient Greece on, a brief description of some of the major concepts that underpin a 

Marxist understanding of dialectic—epistemology, ontology, temporality, contradiction, 

materiality, praxis, complexity, and contingency—and an explanation of how they can be 

applied as a framework for inquiry will set the stage for my explanation of how 

Brummett's continuum can be combined with a Marxist approach to dialectical inquiry to 

analyze rhetoric that sells a politicized version of consumption. 

Dialectic; Epistemology or Ontoiogy? 

In different historical periods, the term "dialectic" has been used to refer to a way 

of knowing about or describing the world that emphasizes relationship, process, and 

contradiction.^^ The pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus has been interpreted by later 

dialecticians such as Hegel as an early proponent of dialectic as ontological in his 

description of the world as^^ 

• relational: "conjunctions: wholes and not wholes, the converging the 

diverging, the consonant the dissonant, from aU things one, and from one all 

things" (Fr. 10, Hussey 45) 

• contradictory: "Sea is water most pure and most polluted: for fish, drinkable 

and life-giving, for human beings undrinkable and deadly" (Fr. 61, Hussey 

41) 

• dynamic: "Upon those who step into the same rivers, there flow different 

waters in different cases" (Fr.l2, Hussey 54). 



However, this early ontological view of dialectic shifted to an epistemological one with 

the ascendance of Socratic philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle, who discussed 

dialectic as a means of uncovering Truth. In other words, the use of dialectic to describe 

the world shifted to its use as a method of generating knowledge. In the Socratic 

dialogues, Plato demonstrates the use of dialectic as epistemology in the conversations 

between himself and various others, moving in the classic pattern of thesis (argument), 

antithesis (counterargument), synthesis (reconciliation). In Rhetoric, Aristotle refers to 

dialectic as epistemological by describing it as the ability to "test and maintain an 

argument" and in Topics he calls it "investigative" (29, 292). While Plato and Aristotle 

disagreed on the kind of truth that dialectic could reveal, both refer to it as a method of 

argumentation, a way to ask and answer questions by asserting a position, then a 

contradictory response, then achieving synthesis through the resolution of the 

contradiction. 

Although the Socratics approved of dialectic as an epistemological tool, most 

denied it as an ontological fact. Perhaps the most well known argument against dialectic 

as ontological came from Aristotle, who, in the Metaphysics, articulated the law of non

contradiction—^that is, a thing cannot both be and not be. For Aristotle and those who 

followed him, dialectic was a human practice that could generate knowledge rather than 

describe the world itself However, the law of non-contradiction ignores the unavoidable 

circumscription of aU things, including rhetoric and dialectic, within a temporal and 

spatial context that inscribes on them multiple, contradictory meanings. Almost twenty-



three centuries later, m Anti-Duhring, Frederick Engels would directly address this issue 

by emphasizing the necessity of examining thiags within their context: 

so long as we consider things as at rest and lifeless, each one by itself, 

alongside and after each other, we do not run up against any contradictions 

in them.... But the position is quite different as soon as we consider 

things in their motion, their change, their life, their reciprocal influence on 

one another. Then we immediately become involved in contradictions. 

(165) 

As contemporary Marxist scholars such as Bertell Oilman and David Harvey argue, in 

order for dialectical inquiry to be useful for interpreting rhetoric and other social 

phenomena in a complex, interconnected world—a world "in motion"—^it must also take 

the stance that dialectic is ontological. In this project, this stance situates rhetoric itself as 

dialectical in order to pose particular questions about Working Assets' texts that highlight 

their internal tensions and dynamism. Although the Socratic use of dialectic provides an 

epistemological tool, it does not provide a way of naming the world, and so cannot 

adequately serve as a theoretical approach to inquiry. The philosopher whose name is 

most often linked to dialectic, Hegel, would assert this relational, contradictory nature of 

being, and imite both ontology and epistemology in his theory of dialectic. 

Hegel's Dialectic: Temporality and Contradiction 

Hegel, like the Socratic philosophers, wrote about dialectic as a kind of logic, a 

mental exercise in the art of "negation": 



Here we are dealing with forms of consciousness each of which in 

realising itself at the same time resolves itself, has for its result its 

own negation — and so passes into a higher form. All that is 

necessary to achieve scientific progress — and it is essential to 

strive to gain this quite simple insight — is the recognition of the 

logical principle that the negative is just as much positive, or that 

what is self-contradictory does not resolve itself into a nullity, into 

abstract nothingness, but essentially only into the negation of its 

particular content, in other words, that such a negation is not all 

and every negation but the negation of a specific subject matter 

which resolves itself, and consequently is a specific negation, and 

therefore the result essentially contains that fi-om which it results; 

which strictly speaking is a tautology, for otherwise it would be an 

immediacy, not a result. Because the result, the negation, is a 

specific negation, it has content. It is a fi-esh Notion but higher and 

richer than its predecessor; for it is richer by the negation or 

opposite of the latter, therefore contains it, but also something 

more, and is the unity of itself and its opposite. (Hegel 54) 

To achieve "scientific progress," writes Hegel, we must think dialecticaUy. Like the 

Socratics, Hegel embraced dialectic as a method of constructing knowledge; however, 

unlike the Socratics, Hegel also argued that the world itself is dialectical. In the passage 

above, Hegel discusses dialectic as epistemological (as later he will discuss it as 



ontological). But this passage reflects another primary element of dialectical inquiry: 

dialectic as a temporal process—^that is, a dynamic and interconnected flow of moments 

that constantly brings about transformation (the "result" of the negation).^'* It's important 

to notice that Hegel articulates the resolution of a particular dialectic as leading to 

something new, or the fiiture^—"it is a fresh Notion but higher and richer"; however, this 

something new also holds within it the seeds of its origin, or the past—"it is richer by the 

negation or opposite of the latter, therefore contains it." Hegel assumes that the result of 

the transformation, the "negation of the negation," is necessarily "higher and richer" than 

that from which it proceeds—an assumption that generates an ontology of inevitable 

progress. While this assumption may be questionable, the dynamic quality of Hegelian 

dialectic makes it especially useful for tracing the historical development of specific 

social phenomena. 

In relation to rhetorical analysis, this understanding of dialectic's temporality 

requires that a text, or rhetorical "moment," be examined not in isolation, but within a 

historical context that demonstrates how the text being studied emerges as the 

accumulated effect of previous rhetorical practices (as the economic, social, and political 

milieu of post-Fordist consumer culture explains why the rhetoric of "socially 

responsible" consumption [SRC] emerged in the U.S. in the 1980s and 90s). To surmise 

how this rhetoric came to be, a dialectical rhetorician can, as Hegel tells us, work 

backward from the present rhetorical moment (which "essentially contains that from 

which it results") to identify some of its roots, examine how these roots are being 

transformed in present rhetorical practices, and then project some of the potential 



trajectories that these transformations might take. Viewed dialectically, the present 

rhetorical moment contains both its past—^the results of previous negations—and also its 

possible fiitures—the potential negations of the (present) negation.^^ 

Besides describing dialectic as temporal, Hegel also articulates another principle 

that would later become a central premise of Marxist dialectical inquiry—namely, the 

presence of contradiction as an ontological law. In "The Law of Contradiction," Hegel 

asserts that "everything is inherently contradictory"—that is, every moment contains 

internal oppositions (439). As discussed earlier, the Socratics used dialectic as 

epistemology but rejected it as ontology. "The Law of Contradiction" is Hegel's 

response to Aristotle and his move toward arguing for dialectic as both epistemological 

and ontological. The argument that all things are by nature contradictory is crucial for 

dialectical inquiry because it provides the starting point for analysis: to begin a study, any 

scholar must make the rhetorical move of asserting something about what is (ontology). 

In this project, for example, by adopting Marxist dialectical inquiry as my theoretical 

lens, I choose to understand rhetoric as inherently contradictory. A contradiction, 

according to Hegel, is "difference," but a particular kind of difference: 

Difference as such contains its two sides as moments^®.... Each 

has an indifferent self-subsistence of its own through the fact that it 

has within itself the relation to its other moment; it is thus the 

whole, self-contained opposition. As this whole, each is mediated 

with itself hy its other and contains it.... For this consists in 

containing within itself its opposite determination—^through which 
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alone it is not a relation to something external—^but no less 

immediately in the fact that it is itself, and also excludes from itself 

the determination that is negative to it. It is thus contradiction. 

(431) 

In this passage, Hegel is beginning to articulate what is commonly called the "unity of 

opposites," which posits that A and B, while different, contain within themselves the 

trace of their opposite. A few pages later, Hegel goes on to establish this complex 

relationship, in which a thing is both itself and not itself, as the motor of transformation: 

"but contradiction is the root of all movement and vitality" (439). It is by way of the 

tensions generated through contradiction, in other words, that historical transformation 

takes place. Thus, the previous discussion of the temporal nature of dialectic—that is, the 

inclusion of the traces of the past and the seeds of the future in the moment of the 

present—can be united with the Hegelian assertion of the dynamic and inherent presence 

of contradiction to construct a preliminary understanding of how to go about dialectical 

inquiry into rhetoric: find and examine contradictions embedded in the rhetorical 

practices, trace their historical roots, and identify probable futures. The central 

contradiction in this project—^the tension between definitions of "citizen" and 

"consumer"—stems from the particular set of historical conditions that were discussed in 

previous chapter. In Chapters 3 and 4,1 examine how this contradiction is manifested in 

rhetorical practices and, in Chapter 5,1 hypothesize what kinds of transformations might 

result from it. 
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In setting the stage for Marx's use of dialectic, the importance of Hegel's 

philosophy is his articulation of dialectic as 1) an historically traceable connection 

between past, present and future, and 2) an ontological process whereby change occurs 

through the relationship between contradictory elements. His description of things in the 

world as internally contradictory made possible a materialist approach to dialectics. But 

for Hegel, because he moved from mind to matter rather than the other way around, 

dialectic remained an abstract and mental practice. 

Marx's Dialectic: Materiality and Praxis 

Marx took Hegel's dialectic and made it material—^rather than positioning mind 

as the shaper of matter, as Hegel did, Marx argued that matter shapes mind.^^ While he 

gained much from Hegel's thought, Marx resituated dialectic in the material world and 

aligned dialectic with action, or praxis. In his critique of Hegel, Marx notes that, 

although Hegel's philosophy focuses on the right subject—"the estrangement of man"— 

it approaches this subject from the wrong vantage point: "The Phenomenology is, 

therefore, an occult critique—stUl to itself obscure and mystifying criticism; but 

inasmuch as it keeps steadily in view man's estrangement, even though man appears only 

in the shape of mind, there lie concealed in it all the elements of criticism" {1844, 202). 

Marx rebukes Hegel for staying in the realm of the abstract, whereas the true subject of 

philosophy is "real, corporeal man, man with his feet firmly on the solid ground, man 

exhaling and inhaling all the forces of nature" {1844, 206). It is this real (working) 

"man" [sic] who is oppressed by the dialectical movement of capitalism (and, by 
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extension, it is this same real [capitalist] "man" who oppresses workers through 

extracting surplus value from them). More importantly for this study, it is this corporeal 

human who uses and is used by rhetoric to interpret and then act in the world, thus 

suggesting that rhetoric is a critical site for Marxist dialectical inquiry. As I argue later in 

this chapter, epistemologies are always communicated through rhetorical acts; therefore, 

in order to study the relationship between how we "know" and what we do, we must 

examine rhetoric. However, in keeping with Marx's insistence on situating people at the 

center of scholarly inquiry, analyses of rhetorical practices must be tied to an 

understanding of how these practices affect people's lives. In this project, for example, I 

have already noted in Chapter 1 the relationship between SRC rhetoric and "socially 

responsible" professionals (SRPs). In Chapter 5,1 fiuther discuss this relationship and 

the ramifications it has for shaping SRPs' understanding of themselves and their ability to 

act on their world. 

In the postface to the second edition oi Capital, Marx articulates the difference 

between his approach to dialectic and Hegel's: 

My dialectical method is, in its foundations, not only different 

from the Hegelian, but exactly opposite to it. For Hegel, the 

process of thinking, which he even transforms into an independent 

subject, under the name of'the Idea,' is the creator of the real 

world, and the real world is only the external appearance of the 

idea. With me the reverse is true: the ideal is nothing but the 



material world reflected in the mind of man, and translated into 

forms of thought. {Capital 

Marx, by applying the Hegelian conception of dialectic to the material world, examined 

the early moments of capitalism by analyzing the contradictory nature of capital itself 

(see especially Wage Labor and Capital), traced its roots to feudalism, and projected the 

possible fiiture of communism. In this project, I will not attempt to examine anything 

quite so complicated as capital; however, SRC rhetoric, like capital, is enacted through 

artifacts that have economic, social, and political implications for how people live. In 

other words, a Marxist dialectical inquiry into rhetoric links rhetoric to materiality 

through its emphasis on the effects rhetoric has on people's actions. 

Marx went on to articulate what he argued was the necessaiy response to Marxist 

dialectical inquiry—class struggle. Through the revelation of contradictions already at 

work in capitalism, people could engage in actions designed to push the dialectic in a 

certain desired direction. This bold move, which broadened the realm of dialectical 

inquiry from ontology and epistemology (where Hegel had left it) to praxis, is one of the 

most revolutionary tenets of Marxist dialectical inquiry—^that is, the result of such 

inquiry should be more than understanding: it shoxild be action. "The philosophers have 

only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it." (Marx and Engels, 

123). Later in this chapter, I will discuss the function of praxis (the ongoing relation 

between inquiry and action) in this project. 
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Contemporary Marxist Scholars; Complexity and Coatingencv 

Contemporary Marxist scholars such as David Harvey and Bertell Oilman have 

moved away from the dichotomy of the traditional Marxist definition of dialectic to 

complicate its movement, both as an historical process and as a method of inquiry.^^ 

Harvey describes dialectical inquiry as attending to contradictions and the generative 

spaces for change that arise from them, as well as stressing the need for such inquiry to 

situate its moment of study as a process, an intersection of relations, a historical situation 

iti flux. Harvey also articulates the complexity of any moment of study: 

any "thing" [moment] can be decomposed into a collection of other 

"things" which are in some relation to each other. For example, a city can 

be considered as a "thing" in interaction with other cities, but it can also 

be broken down into neighborhoods, or zones which can in turn be broken 

down into people, houses, schools, factories, etc. which can in turn be 

broken down ad infinitum. The ad infinitum clause is very important 

because it says that there are no irreducible building blocks of "things" for 

any theoretical construction of how the world works. (Harvey 51) 

This notion of the multiplicity of layers in a "thing" has important consequences for any 

dialectical inquiry. It means, writes Harvey, that "setting boundaries with respect to 

space, time, scale, and environment then becomes a major strategic consideration in the 

development of concepts, abstractions, and theories" (53). In other words, if the 

boundaries of a project change, so must the set of relationships and processes that are 

examined. For example, in this analysis of SRC rhetoric, I have confined the study to 



specific contemporary rhetorical practices in the U.S. If I were to include similar 

practices in other countries, such as Great Britain (where there is a strong contingent of 

"ethical consumers"), I would need to consider the particular shape of capitalism in those 

countries and examine how these differences are reflected in the rhetorical practices 

being analyzed. 

Richard Levins also emphasizes the ways boundary-drawing in dialectical inquiry 

opens up certain avenues of inquiry while closing others: "A dialectical approach 

recognizes that the 'system' is an intellectual construct designed to elucidate some 

aspects of reality but necessarily ignoring and even distorting others. We ask what the 

consequences would be of different ways of formulating a problem and of bounding an 

object of interest" (Levins 397). Dialectical inquiry thus calls for rigorous and exacting 

work in outlining a project from the very beginning as well as a recognition that a 

project's boundaries are contingent and could very well be moved in/out, up/down, or 

earlier/later. In this project, I have chosen to study Working Assets' marketing texts as a 

representative moment in the PC dialectic and situated within the post-Fordist U.S. 

These same texts might also be analyzed from other related perspectives, such as 

analyzing tensions among what is assumed to be "public" and "private" or definitions of 

"social progress," both of which would require different focal questions and yield 

different conclusions. Dialecticians, then, argues Levins, recognize the contingency of 

any dialectical inquiry and acknowledge this contingency. 

To add to the complexity of boundary-drawing, Harvey writes that "Space and 

tiihe are neither absolute nor external processes but are contingent and contained within 



them. [...] Processes do not operate in but actively construct space and time and in so 

doing define distinctive scales for their development. This is a complicated problem" 

(53). It is indeed complicated, for dialecticians must then not only look for how the 

particular moment of study is shaped by sets of relations and historical processes, but 

how it is actively constructing itself in space and time. This continual process of "self-

construction" indicates why rhetoric is a crucial site for dialectical inquiry. Rhetoric, as a 

site of social and cultural production/reproduction, is a social fimction (to use 

Bnmimett's definition) in which the struggle for this construction of space and time is 

highly visible. Rhetoric is then, I would argue, also a site where dialectic is both enacted 

and explained. For example, in the rhetoric that is the focus of this dialectical inquiry, I 

am arguing that dialectic is enacted—^that is, the Working Assets texts themselves are 

dialectical and reveal aspects of larger dialectics at work. However, in making this 

argument, I am explaining these dialectics through (my) rhetoric—in a sense, I am 

participating in the construction of this "process" (to use Harvey's term). 

As a result of the link between rhetoric and dialectical inquiry, rhetoricians who 

engage in dialectical inquiry should continually re-examine their rhetoric. This self-

reflexivity stems fi-om the necessarily contingent nature of dialectical inquiry: 

"Dialectical enquiry necessarily incorporates, therefore, the building of ethical, moral, 

and political choices {values) into its own processes and sees the constructed knowledges 

that result as discourses situated in a play of power directed towards some goal or other" 

(Harvey 56). Harvey here acknowledges that dialectical inquiry, while ostensibly 

conducted in order to better understand something (or some moment), is always also put 



to work somehow in shaping people's choices. Self-reflexivity is also necessary for 

recognizing that while the "constructed knowledges" of dialectical inquiry are always in 

motion, those knowledges should also keep us in motion: dialectical inquiry "should 

generate a perpetual state of motion in our concepts and our thoughts" (Harvey 

Because that which is studied is constantly changing, and because the 

perspectives from which it could be studied are almost infinite, and because the results of 

dialectical inquiry are themselves dialectical (that is, temporal, contradictory, material, 

wrapped up in praxis, complex, and contingent) continual self-reflexivity should spur 

dialectical inquirers to consider Joel Kovel's caution that "all practiced dialectics can be 

no more than approximations to their own potential" (479).^' Nonetheless, the contingent 

nature of dialectical inquiry should not keep dialecticians from the praxis that Marx 

insisted on. Nancy Hartsock's interpretation of Marx's approach to dialectic is a helpful 

way to imagine how to act in the face of knowledges that are contingent and constantly in 

motion: "the search for truth is not at all the way to understand Marx's project. Perhaps a 

better concept to use is that of certitude: a sense that one has credible knowledge, 

knowledge that is 'good enough' to act on" (Hartsock 405). The aim, then, of rhetorical 

analysis pursued through dialectical inquiry, is to provide knowledge that is good enough 

to act on. However, as I will discuss later in this chapter, "inquiry" and "acting" are 

never entirely separate—^both are a part of praxis. 
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Four Categories for Dialectical Inquiry 

Up to this point, my discussion of dialectical inquiry has focused on identifying 

some of the important thematic principles generally associated with a Marxist conception 

of dialectic (temporality, contradiction, materiality, praxis, complexity, contingency). In 

so doing, I have also outlined a basic framework for how to do dialectical inquiry. In this 

rhetorical analysis, I follow this methodology by; 1) taking the view of dialectic (and 

thus, contradiction) as ontological as well as epistemological; 2) analyzing specific 

rhetorical texts for contradictions generated by the competing agendas of consumption 

and citizenship; and 3) anticipating some of the ways that SRC rhetoric might influence 

the dialectical movement of U.S. capitalism. Bertell Oilman, author of Dialectical 

Investigations, both writes about the underlying principles of a Marxist understanding of 

dialectic and also provides specific analytical categories for the application of dialectical 

inquiry. In his work, Oilman shows how dialectic is both ontological and 

epistemological by outlining a framework for dialectical inquiry. Oilman's four 

categories—identity/difference, interpenetration of opposites, quality/quantity, and 

contradiction—^are my instrument for exploring the dialectics of SRC rhetoric.^^ 

1. Interpenetration of Opposites 

According to Oilman, this concept is usefiil for examining the way that the 

meaning of a particular moment depends on its context. A machine, for example, from 

the capitalist's point of view is something she bought in order to increase her profit 

margin; however, from the worker's point of view, a machine is something that will 



determine her movements (14). This shift in meaning is temporal as well as spatial. For 

example, events that fail to bring about class consciousness in one time, may, in another 

time, generate a powerM awareness of class identity and struggle. Oilman writes that 

"the notion of the interpenetration of opposites helps Marx to understand that nothing— 

no event, institution, person, or process—is simply and solely what it seems to be at a 

particular place and time, that [it] is situated within a certain set of conditions" (14). 

In this project, for example, the rhetoric being studied might be interpreted as: 

• effective marketing that persuades consumers to buy certain goods/services 

• corporate "activism" that provides opportunities for SRPs to be socially 

responsible 

• "free" fund raising (from the perspective of the non-profit agencies that receive 

donations from Working Assets). 

While the first item demonstrates the economic function the texts serve, the second shows 

the (ostensibly) social function and the third a complicated blend of economic and social 

fiinctions. By applying the interpenetration of opposites to a rhetorical moment, 

contradictory elements within the texts emerge. These contradictions reveal the multiple 

meanings that rhetoric carries and what's at stake for whom. 

2. Contradiction 

Oilman's second category for inquiry, contradiction, has already been discussed 

briefly, but it is worth revisiting because of Oilman's useful definition: "the incompatible 

development of different elements within the same relation, which is to say between 



elements that are also dependent on one another," and because of its importance to the 

overall workings of dialectic. "Dialectical thinkers," writes Oilman, "attribute the main 

responsibility for all change to the inner contradictions of the system or systems in which 

it occurs" (16). In other words, the other three types of relations—identify/difference, 

interpenetration of opposites, and quality/quantity—all contribute to the primary motor of 

transformation, contradiction. 

In the SRC rhetoric, for example, contradictory (economic and social) systemic 

needs are addressed: capitalism needs the continual manufacture and purchase of goods 

and services (production/consumption), whUe—situated within a capitalist system-

manifestations of "social responsibility" (the flmctioning of nonprofit organizations and 

political lobbying/informational groups for direct action and consciousness-raising) need 

financial resources. From one viewpoint they are difiFerent processes, but—^viewed 

dialectically—^they are also very similar. For example. Working Assets customers are 

both fiilfiUing the needs of capitalism (consuming a service) and, presumably, 

contributing to the furtherance of "social responsibility" (which, by the way, makes them 

"productive" since they are doing both at the same time). But although Working Assets 

consumers are fulfilling the seemingly dififerent needs of capitalism and social 

responsibility, they are—^through donations made on their behalf by Working Assets— 

purchasing another kind of commodity—^the feeling that they are somehow helping the 

world to become a better place. So, in their "giving," they are also "buying" an 

emotional/intellectual product—a sense of social responsibility. By attending to 
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contradiction, the apparent reconciliation of opposing meanings within a text emerges not 

as a "reconciliation" but a masking of the tensions that continue to inhabit the text. 

3. Identity/Difference 

It is important, writes Oilman, to study other related moments that demonstrate 

various manifestations of a dialectical process by applying the identity/difference 

category. In describing the importance of this category for dialectical inquiry, Oilman 

notes that often scholars analyze either the differences or similarities among objects (or 

moments) of study, an approach that mistakenly simplifies complex social phenomena by 

ignoring the mutually constitutive effects those similarities and dififerences have on 

individual moments and on the dialectic itself. These effects generate complex 

relationships within the dialectical process and contribute to its ongoing development. In 

Chapter 4, for example, I discuss current examples SRC rhetoric other than Working 

Assets and contrast and compare these other texts to Working Assets' version of SRC. 

While the various texts all fimction to politicize consumption in some way, they do so 

through dififerent strategies and with different effects. Only by examining both the 

similarities and differences among these varieties of SRC rhetoric can a broader 

understanding of the PC dialectic be gained. In this project, if similarities among 

Working Assets' and the other organizations' texts reveal something about the PC 

dialectic by pointing to what is currently "agreed upon" or what is common to the various 

texts (in other words, tensions that have been momentarily resolved), then it is possible to 

surmise the dialectic's current trajectory by projecting how these similarities are 



influencing the dialectic's development. Differences among moments, then, reveal the 

ongoing struggles and tensions that may potentially transform and redirect the dialectic. 

In other words, argues Oilman, in order to understand the present form of a dialectical 

process, as well as to estimate its potential futures, a dialectician must examine both the 

similarities and differences of representative moments within a dialectic. 

4. Quantity / Quality 

Within the historical development of a dialectic, Qllman writes, there are points at 

which a change in quantity generates a change in the quality of the dialectic. For 

example, Marx noted that "not every sum of money, or of value, is at pleasure 

transformable into capital. To effect this transformation, in fact, a certain niinimiim of 

money or of exchange-value must be presupposed in the hands of the individual 

possessor of money or commodities" (qtd. in Engels 171-2). It is only when that 

rninimum is amount reached or exceeded that the "money" becomes "capital." This 

category might be compared to the concept of the "just noticeable difference," developed 

by psychologist Ernst Weber in the 19*"* century to describe "the minimum amount by 

which stimulus intensity must be changed in order to produce a noticeable variation in 

sensory experience" ("Weber's Law"). The quantity/quality shift represents a point at 

which a dialectic changes—when the fulcrum of the network of relationships involved 

moves one way or the other and the trajectory of the dialectic is redirected. 

Qllman writes that the quantity/quality category allows a dialectician to study the 

movement of a dialectic through time. An examination of quantity/quality is thus a study 



of the "relation between two temporally differentiated moments within the same process" 

{Investigations 15). Oilman describes how, in any dialectic, a certain amount of 

quantitative change occurs over time. These changes are the result of either increases or 

decreases of various components of the process and ultimately lead to a "qualitative 

transformation" of the dialectic (Investigations 15). The points at which such 

transformations take place, writes Oilman, are different for each dialectical process and 

are difiScult to predict ahead of time, since they are results both of the dynamic 

movement of individual components within the process and of the interaction of the 

process with other processes. When a qualitative shift occurs, the trajectory of the 

dialectic is altered, while "its main constituting relationships" remain intact 

{Investigations 15). In Chapter 4, for example, 1 discuss how the rise of the consumer 

movement in the 1960s shifted power relations among producers and consumers, 

generating a corresponding qualitative shift in the rhetoric of politicized consumption. 

Marxist dialectical inquiry, through accounting for the interpenetration of 

opposites, contradiction, identity/difference, and quality/quantity takes a one-dimensional 

object of study and moves it into four-dimensional space (sets of relations) / time (history 

and process). It helps to account for the dynamism of hviman society by recognizing that 

a social system is not monolithic but instead is rife with contradictions that continually 

generate transformation. In addition, the movement of dialectical inquiry from a whole 

to its parts and then back again gives dialecticians the opportunity to find connections 

between individual events and systemic structures. The purpose of such inquiry is not to 

attack individuals or specific cultural moments, but to see in these people and moments 
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the tensions and movement at work in the whole in order to locate opportunities for 

praxis. In light of this general purpose, the specific purpose of this project, then, is to 

analyze Working Assets' rhetoric to discover what it reveals about the PC dialectic and, 

in turn, to surmise how that dialectic is related to the larger context of U.S. post-Fordism. 

Conclusion: "Walking On Two Legs** 

The human in the world should not be the goal to be derived 

theoretically, hut a starting point that facilitates making 

dialectical connections with everything else. So start with the 

whole body in motion. Start with the walking body. (Livant 

414-5) 

Livant's point in this passage is to remind his readers of Marx's argument that 

motion and change are givens—^that we humans and the world we live in are continually 

being transformed through the relationships that connect us. His use of the image of the 

"walking body" is also usefiil for imagining how dialectical inquiry is related to praxis. 

If praxis is action taken to change the world that is based on an interpretation of what is 

(epistemology), then dialectical inquiry, as an epistemological tool, is one "leg" of praxis. 

What then, is the other leg? Rhetoric. Let me here return to my earlier description of 

rhetoric as "a means by which dialectic is both enacted and explained." I am arguing that 

the results of epistemological work (in this case dialectical inquiry) are always realized 

through rhetorical action—^writing, speaking, voting, demonstrating, car-bombing—^yes, 

even shopping. But it is important to remember Livant's image of the walking body— 



68 

while inquiry is perhaps one step, and rhetoric another, a dialectician must then return to 

inquiry (and, as discussed earlier, a self-reflexive kind of inquiry) and then to rhetoric 

(which must also be self-reflexive). In a sense the inquiry never stops nor does the 

rhetoric—^if the dialectician quits either inquiring or engaging in rhetoric, she is left to 

limp along one-legged, either acting without understanding, or understanding without 

acting. Praxis, like dialectic, is both a process and a relation—^the ebb and flow between 

inquiry and rhetoric. 

So where am lin this two-legged journey? Oilman, in an article in which he 

describes his interpretation of the "dialectical method," writes that there are six moments 

in a dialectical inquiry: 

1. the moment of ontology, which articulates the dialectician's stance for 

describing some phenomena in the world; 

2. the moment of epistemology, which provides a framework for interpreting the 

ontological conditions described in step 1; 

3. the moment of inquiry, in which "based on an assumption of internal relations 

among all parts, one uses the categories that convey these patterns as aids to 

investigation"; 

4. the moment of intellectual reconstruction, in which the results of the inquiry 

from step 3 are related back to the ontological conditions in step 1; 

5. the moment of exposition, in which the results of the inquiry are communicated 

to an audience; 



6. the moment of praxis, in which "one consciously acts in the world, changing it 

and testing it and deepening one's understanding of it all at the same time." 

("Why Dialectics?" 341) 

The chapters in this dissertation roughly correspond to Oilman's six steps. Chapter 1, the 

moment of ontology, identifies a social phenomena, Working Assets' rhetoric, and 

provides an interpretation of the historical context surrounding this rhetoric. In Chapter 

2,1 discuss Barry Brummett's rhetorical continuum and my definition of Marxist 

dialectical inquiry. Together, these two discussions comprise the moment of 

epistemology by suggesting an approach to rhetorical analysis that identifies the exigent, 

quotidian, and implicative levels of rhetorical meaning and then interprets the 

relationships among these meanings in terms of Oilman's categories of the 

interpenetration of opposites, contradiction, identity/difference, and quality/quantity. 

Chapters 3 and 4, the moment of inquiry, apply this epistemology to specific rhetorical 

texts produced by Working Assets and other organizations that promote SRC to 

demonstrate the contradictory ways in which these texts function within the PC dialectic. 

The conclusion, Chapter 5, is the moment of intellectual reconstruction and relates the 

results of the inquiry back to the broader social conditions described in Chapter 1 as well 

as posing the question, what might be the effects of Working Assets' rhetoric if...? In 

other words, the conclusion identifies: 1) some of the possible futxires that may result 

fi-om the contradictions revealed in one monthly phone bill, and 2) ways that rhetoricians 

might exploit these contradictions for the purpose of social critique. Finally, as I have 

already discussed, my interpretation of praxis links Oilman's moments of exposition and 



praxis together, or, rather, positions the first five moments as part of praxis. So now I 

move from ontology and epistemology to inquiry in order to examine in depth the 

rhetorical practices of a company that claims it was "created to build a world that is more 

just, humane and environmentally sustainable" ("About Us" par. 1). 
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Chapter 3: Working Assets* Rhetoric: Coherent Contradictions 
In the &st two chapters I proposed that a specific company, Working Assets, 

would be a useflil case study for examining the current state of the dialectic of the 

politicization of consumption (PC). Through Working Assets' explicit marketing of 

consumption of its products/services as social and political action, the company's texts 

exemplify one of the PC dialectic's components, the rhetoric of "socially responsible" 

consumption (SRC). In this chapter, using the methodological and theoretical principles 

discussed in the previous chapter, I study passages fi-om Working Assets' marketing 

materials to locate and analyze meanings that function on various levels within the texts. 

In Chapter 2,1 described the three general levels of rhetorical meaning that Brummett 

locates on the continuum: 

• exigent - the "surface" level; that is, the overt and immediate meanings in a text 

• quotidian - the "common sense" level or the assximptions that make possible 

acceptance of the exigent meanings; quotidian meanings can either be called into 

question or remain imexamined 

• implicative - the foundational ideas that are the "sediment" below the exigent and 

quotidian meanings; implicative meanings generally fimction at the unconscious 

level and are rarely called into question.^^ 

In this chapter I am most closely concerned with what Brummett refers to as the middle 

or "quotidian" level. At the top or "exigent" level, the most immediate fimction of 

Working Assets' rhetoric in all of the sample texts is to sell Working Assets and its 

services in various ways. One way to interpret all of the texts, then, would be to focus on 



this exigent level. However, this interpretation leaves unexamined assumptions that 

create the sense of exigency and it is in these assumptions, or on rhetoric's quotidian 

level, that dialectical tensions and contradictory meanings are at work.^'' 

After locating the various levels on which meaning is being made, I use two of 

Oilman's four categories of dialectical inquiry—interpenetration of opposites and 

contradiction—^to analyze tensions among these meanings. While the category of 

contradiction calls attention to incompatible meanings that inhabit the texts, the 

interpenetration of opposites category demonstrates how these incompatible meanings are 

held in tension within an apparently coherent text. My primary purpose in this chapter is 

to identify and then analyze ways that Working Assets' rhetoric functioning on the 

exigent level masks contradictions operating on the quotidian level. By locating and 

identifying these dialectical tensions, I pinpoint some of the characteristics of the PC 

dialectic as it is demonstrated through SRC rhetoric. 

Working Assets: Company Background 

Created in 1985, Working Assets was established on the premise that a for-profit 

company can act as the mediator of customer/citizens' social and political 

commitments.^^ For each of its primary revenue-producing services—long distance and 

wireless phone service and a credit card—^the company donates a portion of its revenue to 

select nonprofit organizations.^^ The company ako offers what it calls its "Citizen 

Action" program, comprised of CitizenLetters [sic] and the Flash Activist Network;^^ 

sponsors a network of websites: WorkingForChange, ShopForChange, and 



ActForChange; and produces a daily public radio/intemet-broadcast talk show.^^ 

Although only Working Assets customers have access to the company's long distance or 

wireless phone service, credit card service, and Citizen Action program, anyone with 

internet access can use the three websites to read about current political issues, purchase 

products/services through the Responsible Shopper database, or send a prewritten email 

(which can be personalized) to a designated party regarding the political and social issues 

publicized on the ActForChange site. 

According to its 2002 figures, Working Assets donated almost four million dollars 

to more than fifty nonprofit organizations and its customers generated over 1 million 

calls, letters, and emails to the White House and Congressional and business leaders in 

regard to issues publicized by Working Assets in its monthly billing statements and 

through its websites. Some of the organizations that received donations fi-om Working 

Assets in 2002 were: Greenpeace, Amnesty International, Planned Parenthood 

Federation, and Sweatshop Watch. Some of the political actions that Working Assets 

urged its customers to take during the year were: opposing the expansion of oil drilling 

in Alaska, urging President Bush halt development of nuclear warheads, and opposing the 

appointment of right-wing judges to federal courts. Because Working Assets is a 

privately-held company, specific figures for the company's annual revenue/profit are not 

available, although information in the company's 2002 press kit states that annual 

revenue for 2000 was approximately $140 million and that the company has appeared on 

Inc. Magazine's list of fastest-growing, privately held companies for five years in a row. 



While this brief overview provides some general understanding of Working 

Assets' economic services and its social and political commitments, the dialectical 

tensions among economic motives and social goals become apparent through examining 

the company's marketing/customer service documents. In order to analyze the levels of 

meaning and the dialectical tensions that inhabit Working Assets' rhetoric, I have 

examined documents sent to Working Assets customers irom 1999 through 2002 and 

have selected 47 representative excerpts. A close analysis of the company's marketing 

texts reveals that the identity of the company—^as represented in its rhetoric^—subject to 

dialectical shifts. In addition, its representations of its customers, its services, and its 

effects on society are also based on assumptions that contain contradictory messages 

about what it means to be a citizen and to act (or consume) in a "socially responsible" 

way. 

Working Assets* Company Identity; Who Do Thev Sav Thev Are? 

• Text 1: Making Your Voice Heard (slogan appearing on envelopes, letterhead, 

the company website, etc.) 

• Text 2; Working Assets is a long distance, wireless, credit card, Internet, and 

broadcasting company that was created to build a world that is more just, 

humane and environmentally sustainable. Since Working Assets was created 

in 1985, the company has raised nearly $35 million by helping people make a 

difference in the world through progressive philanthropy and political 

activism. 



Working Assets donates a portion of its revenue to nonprofit groups working 

for peace, human rights, equality, education and the environment. The 

company also serves as a strong political force, dedicated to giving its 

customers the opportunity to speak out on critical public issues. [. . .] 

Working Assets is one of the most powerful progressive citizen-action groups 

in the nation. Each month, approximately 40,000 Working Assets customers 

make their voices heard for each national action. Since 1991, Working Assets 

customers have contacted business and political leaders nearly 7 million times 

on issues that matter. ("About Us," 

http://www.workingassets.coin/aboutwa.c&n) 

Text 3: In the Business of Changing the World (slogan printed on ad for 

Working Assets long distance service for businesses; displayed on 

www.workingassets.com) 

In tti» of 
ChaagiMg ilH Worl4 

WORKI.VG Assfis' 

Click here far 

Text 4: "we 're a values-oriented business" (CEO Laura Scher, quoted in an 

article in the June 2000 issue of Working Woman) 

Text 5: Working Assets isn 't your typical long distance company. We do 

things a little differently. For example, not only do we deliver 1% of your 

monthly phone charges to progressive nonprofit groups, but we also deliver 

http://www.workingassets.coin/aboutwa.c&n
http://www.workingassets.com


the euphoric taste of Ben and Jerry's Ice Cream to your taste buds. [. . .] 

Every month we work for peace, equality, human rights, education and the 

environment (2002 customer recruiting brochure) 

• Text 6: Working Assets offers everything that you 'd expect from a phone 

company: state-of-the-art phone lines, easy direct dialing, calling cards, 

competitive rate plans and friendly customer service. And then we offer 

something most companies don't—an opportunity to build a better world. 

(2001 customer recruiting brochure) 

• Text 7; Better than Business as Usual. Working Assets' unique combination 

of smart business with social values makes us trendsetters in the business 

world, as Inc. magazine named us one of the fastest-growing companies for 

five years in a row. Our successful and innovative approach to business has 

also been featured in Fortune, the New York Times, the Washington Post, 

Newsweek, People, USA Today, Working Woman J o«//je 'Today' show. 

(2001 business customer recruiting brochure) 

In each of these texts, Working Assets represents itself by providing the reader 

with information about its products, its politics, and its practices. On Bnunmett's 

continuum of rhetoric, the exigence of these texts is to serve as typical marketing 

documents aimed at selling Working Assets' products/services through introducing 

potential customers to Working Assets or informing current customers about additional 

products or services. Text 2 in particular, taken from the company website's "About Us" 



page, performs the exigent function of acting as the company's self-description and is 

intended to introduce readers not only to what the company does but why and how it does 

it. Upon reading this text, the reader knows the kinds of products/services that the 

company provides and also that the company's economic practices are tied to its 

sociopolitical agenda. However, rhetorical meanings functioning on the quotidian level 

reveal that there is much more being presented than a simple description of the 

company—^there are tensions between competing representations of what (and who) 

Working Assets is and whether its primary fiinction is economic or social.'^'' 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the corporate social responsibility movement 

challenged the idea of a company as solely an economic entity—companies are, instead, 

"institutions of society" that have both an obligation to "reflect that society's shared 

values" as well as the right to "influence the ultimate form and expression of [social] 

changes" (Wilson 37). This expanded definition of the idea of a "company" is embedded 

in Text 2 on the quotidian level, appearing in the text's assumption that companies can in 

fact act as political and social agents. The passage not only touts Working Assets' social 

and political actions as what set it apart from competitors ("we offer something most 

companies don't...") but implies that, indeed, the company was "created" primarily to 

fulfill a social rather than economic mission: "Working Assets is a... company that was 

created to build a world that is more just, humane, and environmentally sustainable." In 

this sentence. Working Assets aligns itself with the "socially responsible" company 

movement and, by extension, with the cumulative arguments that have been made in 



favor of regarding companies as not only economic but social and political entities as 

well. 

When these texts are studied closely, contradictions fimctioning on the quotidian 

level are exposed; Is Working Assets' primary function that of economic exchange or 

social progress? The first sentence of Text 2 ("Working Assets is a long distance, 

wireless, credit card, Internet, and broadcasting company that was created to build a 

world that is more just, humane and environmentally sustainable") introduces this 

contradiction between the economic obligations of Working Assets' existence (it is, after 

all, a "company" that must generate profit to survive) and its stated political purpose—is 

it possible for a profit-based organization to be "created" primarily for a philanthropic 

purpose? This contradiction is further demonstrated later in the passage in the sentence 

that states: "The company also serves as a strong political force" (emphasis added). 

Hasn't the company already explicitly identified itself as "created" to serve the cause of 

social progress? If so, then to what does the "also" in this sentence refer? In this "also," 

as weU as in the previous sentence in which Working Assets tells the reader that it 

"donates a portion of its revenue to nonprofit groups" (emphasis added), the company's 

economic imperative surfaces. Although Text 2 represents Working Assets' fundamental 

reason for its existence as sociopolitical, as a for-profit organization, it cannot continue to 

exist without following the basic rules of capitalism—^that is, no matter what its politics, 

it must generate profit. However, the company's rhetoric masks this economic 

imperative. In the last paragraph of Text 2, Working Assets is not described as a 

"company" but as "one of the most powerfiil citizen-action groups in the nation." The 



suggestion of any economic motive recedes until the reader moves on to the next 

sentence—although Working Assets is a "cjY/zen-action group" it is "Working Assets 

customers" who "make their voices heard." Working Assets is, according to its rhetoric, 

both a framework for collective political action and a provider of fee-based services, an 

organization comprised not only of a collection of over 400,000 customers served by 110 

Working Assets employees, but also of a group of "citizens" acting to "change the 

world." Through this blurring of the traditional boundaries between economic and social 

and political spheres, the company's self-description reflects the larger PC dialectic and 

the ongoing influence of the "socially responsible" company movement. Economic 

companies now have political "rights" and social "responsibilities" as "citizens."'*' 

The multiple representations of Working Assets' identity are particularly evident 

in Texts 5, 6, and 7. Text 5, a customer recruiting brochure, barely mentions the specifics 

of Working Assets' revenue-generating services—^the text instead highlights Working 

Assets' donations practices, its offer of twelve free pints of ice cream for new customers, 

and its political commitments. Text 6, also a recruiting brochure, gives a more traditional 

sales pitch by mentioning Working Assets' "state-of-the-art phone lines, easy direct 

dialing, calling cards, competitive rate plans and friendly customer service" before going 

on to add the marketing "hook": "the opportunity to build a better world." Text 7, a 

recruiting brochure targeted toward businesses, recasts Working Assets' "unique 

combination of smart business with social values" as a savvy business strategy. So 

although on the exigent level all three texts are performing the same rhetorical flinction— 

selling Working Assets—^underlying this exigent rhetoric is a quotidian metamorphosis: 
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the company's identity shifts from "not your typical" company (Text 5), to "everything 

you'd expect from a phone company" (Text 6) to being a "trendsetting" company (Text 

7). 

Oilman's description of the interpenetration of opposites ("nothing—^no event, 

institution, person, or process—is simply and solely what it seems to be at a particular 

place and time, that [it] is situated within a certain set of conditions") offers an interesting 

critical moment here. According to Workings Assets' representations of itself, the 

company is both a political organization that is economically self-sustaining as well as an 

economic organization that is politically active. The question might be asked, then, 

whether Working Assets is an organization that uses economic means for political ends 

or an organization with a political agenda that also serves its economic imperative? 

Applying the dialectical notion of the interpenetration of opposites suggests that the 

answer is "both." Viewed dialectically, Working Assets is indeed both for-profit 

company and sociopolitical agent. The question, then, is not whether Working Assets can 

be both an economic and a sociopolitical organization at the same time (in fact, I would 

argue that all companies are always already sociopolitical as well as economic entities), 

but how its rhetoric presents this dual identity in ways that mask the contradictions 

between these ftinctions, typifying the larger PC dialectic. What would happen, for 

example, if fewer people "bought" Working Assets' politics—^how would the company 

continue to ftinction as a social and political organization if it was economically 

improfitable? Would Working Assets be forced to alter its politics to ensure its economic 

survival? Does the company's profit margin influence its social and political agenda? 



While Working Assets' self-descriptions appear to reconcile the company's economic 

imperatives with its sociopolitical agenda, a dialectical understanding of this apparent 

reconciliation reveals that the company cannot afford to serve as a "political-action 

group" without also promoting its own services—^there is an inescapable tension between 

the company's commitment to fiirthering social progress and its need to generate profit. 

Rather than representing a hypocritical aberration in contemporary U.S. business 

practice, Working Assets' rhetoric epitomizes an on-going process in U.S. society in 

which social progress, traditionally an ideal pursued in the public sphere, is becoming the 

"business" (and apparently a profitable one) of private enterprise. 

This tension in Working Assets' identity is also reflected in the ways that its 

rhetoric addresses and describes its customers. In Text 2, Working Assets identifies its 

primary social and political goals in terms of supporting groups "working for peace, 

human rights, equality, education and the environment." In this and other key phrases. 

Working Assets not only overtly identifies its primary political concerns, but also subtly 

identifies the company's political alignment with issues that have traditionally been 

championed by "socially responsible" professionals (SRPs), issues that address the 

"managing" and "reforming" of capitalism. In other words, in its mission statement, 

Working Assets not only identifies what it is, but, on the quotidian level, who its target 

customers are as well: people who share similar political concerns. 
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Wnrkinp Assets* Representation of its Customers: Who Do They Say You Are? 

• Text 8: As a member of Working Assets, you help change the world through 

everyday activities like talking on the phone, dining out or logging onto the 

Internet. We also make it easy for you to participate actively in making the 

world a better place through our Citizen Action program and Flash Activist 

Network. ("Making Your Voice Heard,"www.workingassets.com) 

• Text 9: [ . . . ]  e v e r y  t i m e  y o u  u s e  W o r k i n g  A s s e t s ' p r o d u c t s  a n d  s e r v i c e s ,  

you 're helping to preserve America's forests, combat bigotry, stop domestic 

violence and protect civil liberties. That's because we donate a portion of 

your charges (at no extra cost!) to these groups working for peace, civil 

rights, equality, education and the environment. (2002 "50 reasons" brochure) 

iiV;f<:•,(;nr;;iJ nu' sD j>i li. vv-,' liiri:; i;"i vifr!.' 

Please take a moment to look over this year's list and know that every time you use Working Assets' 

products and services, you're helping to preserve America's forests, combat bigotry, stop domestic • 

violence and protect civil liberties. That's because we donate a portion of your charges (at no extra cost!) 

to these groups working for peace, civil rights, equality, education and the environment. Froin all of us at 

Working Assets, thank you for helping us build a world that's cleaner, safer fairer and iilttmately better 

• Text 10: a community of kindred spirits (CEO Laura Scher, quoted in profile 

provided in 2000 Press Kit) 

• Text 11: Working Assets' network of activists (July 18, 2002 press release) 

• Text 12: Become one of the country's most influential political activists. A 

lot of what goes down in Washington happens so fast that most citizens are 

effectively locked out of the decision-making process. That's why Working 

http://www.workingassets.com
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Assets created the Flash Activist Network (FAN). So activists like you could 

influence fast-moving issues as they unfold. [. . .] For only $3 a month, you 

can weigh in on issues that matter. (2002 brochure) 

• Text 13: the best part is that when you act with Working Assets, you don't 

speak out alone. You speak out with tens of thousands of like-minded 

individuals each month—and your voice is heard. Look how easy it is to make 

your voice heard ("It's Time to Act!" 2002 brochure) 

• Text 14: Styles change. Values don't. Your hair's different. Your car's 

different. And your clothes are different. But your heart, well, that's a 

different story. Because while the world around you has changed, the values 

inside you haven't. [. . .] With Working Assets you get the best of both worlds: 

an opportunity to support progressive causes and rates that are competitive 

with the major carriers. (2000 customer recruiting brochure) 

Styles change. Values don't. 

• Text 15: Most of us have a practical side and an idealistic side. Why take 

sides? As a Working Assets member, you know how easy it is to put your 

ideals to work in today's practical world. Just by making long distance calls. 
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you 're making automatic contributions to progressive causes. So why not 

spread the word? Tell your friends how Working Assets is a truly practical 

way to make a difference in the world [ . .]. Best of all, you 11 both be 

building a better world by doing what you do anyway: making long distance 

calls. (2002 customer recruiting brochure) 

MOST OF us HAVE A 

Practical Side 

AN|P|AN ( 

As a Working Assets member, 

you know how easy It is to put 

your to work in today's 

PRACTICAL world. Just by 

making long distance calls, you're 

making automatic contributions 

to progressive causes. 

•"•J c.l N :! ill?- Vfi'.i f:? Ti!: v) i'' h'krK.ls lu/.v 

•» H-sv- ••• I : •.v-.i'- '.1. i-0- y !i i-i-.d VVJ 
';Vf-kij«: A '-i'-":'-. - iTi- i yiyi 

tf.'j;::. sucm «•:•! jn::- r- Rf r 

8SS«JCMrS 
— • .  J  I C C !  £ < ? , • « ; : : .  t u c  

.,10'. 

i;";-!!. '.Ci.-: n i-"- j 
i'.--rBOI©3ERRrS kr 

: f " !' •" rti: I \':r;»v* •;* »:l . vo.i" I 
r. jt'! I.W.! Iv I .7 riCi »:i b-.- :'!n-i /; •.•J vi-i 

• l < II-.v r.' r!.i:-.}r;i •!:!•:! d-l-iro"'.M . 

TD givE yaur friEnd the whole «cnop, inail 
them thh brochure. It's as simple 3$ 1-2-3, 

«.k: 

- A note- frnm youf IrtGnd 

• Text 16: Help grow donations to worthy causes while you shrink your phone 

bill. (2002 customer recruiting brochure) 

• Text 17: Isn 't it time to TELL YOUR FRIENDS how Working Assets Long 

Distance is the one phone company that connects them to their ideals? 
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Because with Working Assets, we donate 1% of customers' phone charges to 

progressive nonprofit groups—at no extra cost... Be sure to tell your friends 

how Working Assets also connects them to all the features they expect from a 

long distance carrier, like crystal-clear sound and world-class service. But 

then we connect you both to something more: your ideals. (Nov 15, 2002 

customer recruiting letter) 

• Text 18: As you know, more people using Working Assets means more money 

being generated for nonprofit groups that urgently need our support. And 

that's where you come in. (June 28, 2002 customer recruiting letter) 

• Text 19: Reward! Turnyour friends in...to social activists (2()0\ custom&c 

recruiting brochure) 
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Text 20: Want abetter world? It's your call. Help save rainforests, defend 

reproductive freedom and house the homeless while you save money on long 

distance calls. Every call you make builds a better world [. . .]. The more you 

call, the more we give. (2001 customer recruiting brochure) 

Text 21: Change your phone service. Then change the world [. . .]. Every 

time you talk on the phone, you generate important donations for nonprofit 

groups working for peace, human rights and a clean environment. (2002 

customer recruiting brochure) 



• Text 22: Join Working Assets, the long distance service that satisfies your 

soul (andyour sweet tooth) (2001 customer recruiting brochure) 

• Text 23: Can you change the world, just by talking on the phone? YES! (pop 

up ad from website, 2001) 

The dialectical tension between economic and sociopolitical agendas in Working 

Assets' representation of itself is also reflected in its description of its customers. In texts 

8-23, users of Working Assets' services are referred to as "members," "activists," "like-

minded individuals," a "community of kindred spirits," a "network," and "customers." As 

discussed in the previous section, the exigent function of these various texts is essentially 

the same—^they are meant either to recruit new Working Assets customers or to sell 

additional services/products to existing customers. However, embedded within the texts 

are assumptions about what it means to be a Working Assets "member" and what 

customers can expect from Working Assets. In all its recruiting materials. Working 

Assets highlights the social good that (presumably) results from its customers' 

"participation": people who use Working Assets are "changing the world," "preserving 

America's forests, combating bigotry, stopping domestic violence and protecting civil 

liberties," "weighing in on issues that matter," "supporting progressive causes," getting 

"connected to their ideals," "saving rainforests, defending reproductive freedom, housing 

the homeless" and, finally "satisfying their souls."'*^ There are no explanations in the 

texts about how talking on the phone corresponds to "activism" other than the implied 

(quotidian) one that paying money to Working Assets for a service—1% of which 
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Working Assets will donate to specified nonprofit organizations—constitutes a kind of 

social and political "activism." In other words, consumption—of the right products—is 

assumed to be effective social and political action, and those who consume Working 

Assets' services are "good" or "socially responsible" consumers. 

While the primary emphasis in Working Assets' recruiting materials is on the 

social and political effects of using Working Assets' services, there are also more 

traditional marketing references to economic advantages that "customers" would 

appreciate—^the donations are made "at no extra cost," rates are "competitive with the 

major carriers," Working Assets' long distance phone service gives them "all the features 

they expect Irom a long distance carrier, Uke crystal-clear sound and world-class 

service," and customers can "save money" and receive "free" perks like coupons for Ben 

& Jerry's ice cream (Texts 9, 14, 17, 20, 22). So although Working Assets' primary 

appeal to its customers is based on the assertion that those who join the Working Assets' 

"community" are engaged in effective political and social action, there is also the 

additional appeal to a potential customer's economic sensibilities. Text 15 most explicitly 

addresses this dual identity. On the front of the brochure is the statement "most of us 

have a practical side and an idealistic side," while inside the brochure the text poses the 

question: "Why take sides?" The combination of appeals to a reader's "idealistic" and 

"practical" side is based on the assumption that using Working Assets is a "both/and" 

situation—customers can be both practical, sawy consumers and idealistic, active 

citizens at the same time. Or, more explicitly. Working Assets members can be socially 

responsible citizens by being sawy consumers. 
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Once again, rhetoric functions on the exigent level to suggest this "both/and" 

definition of what it means to be a Working Assets' "member" while masking the 

potential contradictions between these two roles. For example, what contradictions are 

there between the typical consumer desire to keep costs low and to save money, and the 

"good citizen" message communicated in Text 20: "the more you call, the more we 

give"? How can Working Assets' encouragement of its customers to increase their 

consumption be reconciled with those customers' (presumed) environmental awareness 

and concem?^^ Is a person who buys Working Assets' services a customer who enters 

into an economic contract with Working Assets to pay certain fees for the use of the 

company's services (thereby increasing the company's level of profit) or is she a citizen 

who, through the act of consuming, is effecting social and political change? 

Again, the dialectical notion of the interpenetration of opposites provides useful 

insight into how these apparently contradictory meanings can inhabit the same text. 

Oilman, in describing the interpenetration of opposites notes that "to a very large degree, 

how anything appears and functions is due to its surrounding conditions. These 

conditioning factors apply to both objects and the persons perceiving them" 

{Investigations 14). While Oilman goes on to make the point that objects are interpreted 

differently by different people—for example, a worker's view of a machine differs 

significantly irom a capitalist's view of the same machine—would extend Oilman's 

point to argue that the interpenetration of opposites means that dialectical tensions within 

an object (or moment) can be mirrored in dialectical tensions within an individual. In 

light of this assertion, the answer to the question of whether a Working Assets customer 



is a good citizen or a smart consumer is—as it was with the question of the company's 

identity—^"both." In fact, I contend that the texts' appeal to this dual identity is one of the 

reasons that Working Assets' rhetoric is so successful, as evidenced by the company's 

steady growth over the past eighteen years. 

Working Assets' appeal to activist citizens/sawy consumers is targeted toward 

the group of people that in Chapter 11 described as "socially responsible" professionals 

(SRPs). As people in what sociologist Erik Wright calls a "contradictory class location," 

SRPs are situated between workers and capitalists and, as such, have affinities with both 

classes. As discussed in Chapter 1, one of the SRPs' functions has been the reform of 

capitalism, a flinction that stems from the group's possession of the necessary cultural 

capital—education and expertise—^not only for acquiring a certain amotmt of monetary 

wealth, but also for claiming the role of social reformer/manager. The consistent appeal 

in Working Assets' rhetoric to work for social progress speaks to this component of the 

SRP identity. At the same time, as proponents of efficiency and productivity, and as 

people who have to work to survive, SRPs are also motivated by economic incentives, 

such as getting something "at no extra cost" and "worldclass" service for a "competitive" 

price. So the dual identity of Working Assets as powerful political and social network 

and quality provider of telecommunications services is reflected in its dual appeal to 

SRPs' desire for both an economic "good deal" and the opportunity to contribute to the 

greater good. By linking the "right" kind of consumption to a social benefit, Working 

Assets has achieved what the marketer quoted in Chapter 1 posed as the "problem of 

prosperity:" the company has found ways for the "average American to feel moral...even 



when he is spending." So the SRP who uses Working Assets' services not only pays for 

long distance service, but also buys another kind of product: the feeling that her 

consiimption makes her a "good citizen." 

Not only can a Working Assets customer feel good about talking on the phone or 

using her Working Assets credit card, she can also feel confident that she is not alone in 

her "activism." In an interview with Working Assets' CEO Laura Scher, Scher describes 

Working Assets—employees and customers together—^as a "community of kindred 

spirits" (Text 10). This definition is evident in Text 13, which assures Working Assets' 

customers that, by using Working Assets' "political action" services, they are "speaking 

out with tens of thousands of like-minded individuals." So there is more that unites 

Working Assets customers than where they send the check for their monthly phone bill— 

they are part of a "community." This representation of community stresses the 

(presumed) sharing of political and social goals over the economic fimctions that 

customers are engaged in. People who sign up for Working Assets' services are 

(presumably) "like-minded individuals" who support Working Assets' agenda and whose 

"collective" action is making the world a better place. This representation of the 

collective power of "socially responsible" consumerism, then, not only has implications 

for how a Working Assets customer sees herself, but how she views the act of 

consumption as well. 

How it Works: Consumer Sovereignty 

• Text 24: Plastic with Purpose (Working Assets Visa card slogan) 



92 

• Text 25: Whenever you make a purchase at ShopForChange. com, you 

generate much-needed funds for the nonprofits you care about—and you'll 

receive big savings with these great offers (2001 ShopForChange brochure) 

• Text 26: Make a purchase and make an Impact Qxtokmark) 

Make a Purchase and Make an Impact 
Next lime ycKJ shop online, make your Jirs? dick to ShopforChange.com. When you buy merchandise fro^n or.e 

of the stores located on our shoi>ping site. Workij^g Assets will donate of every purchase lo 

cAuses. We make the donation aulomatkally, at no extra cost to you. Change the way you shop and help rhange 

it>o worSd — at ShopfOTChtJrifio.cum, 

ô ^slK)pf"Orcilt.inpiC-*.. Of n AI^-I •tf-flw.'A-oitimKuSsi'is.toiii 
® • 

• Text 27: Virtual shopping that makes a real difference (1999 promotional 

brochure) 

• Text 28: Where every purchase is a gift... ShopForChange, the online 

shopping service from Working Assets, gives you an easy way to shop—and 

an even easier way to make a difference. Every time you purchase 

merchandise through ShopForChange.com, we'll give 5% of your purchase 

price to progressive nonprofit groups like Amnesty International, Southern 

Poverty Law Center, Sweatshop Watch, ACLUand Greenpeace. We make the 

donation automatically, at no extra cost to you [. . .]. In addition to a great 

selection of popular online merchants, ShopForCHange.com also contains 

information about socially responsible shopping—so you can shop smart and 

help save the world. [. . .] So go ahead and buy something nice for yourself. 

Or anyone for that matter. And we 'II throw in a better world. No extra 

charge. (2000 brochure) 

1 / 
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• Text 29: ShopForChange/Working Assets and Co-op America are proud to 

present Responsible Shopper, an exciting new tool to help you make 

responsible purchasing decisions while shopping at ShopForChange! 

Investigate 200 companies on a range of issues - and do it quickly and 

easily. It's all just a click away. [. . .] 

Responsible shopping means taking into account the social and 

environmental impacts of your buying decisions. Our Responsible Shopper 

interactive database allows you to look up companies and determine their 

performance in a variety of categories while you are actually shopping or 

browsing on ShopForChange. It also includes overviews of the issues and 

positive alternatives in eleven product categories. The content has been 

developed by Co-op America under a partnership with Working Assets. 

The manufacturers, merchants and product categories included in 

Responsible Shopper are primarily ones that can be purchased through 

ShopForChange. 

Responsible Shopper can help you determine what types of products to 

purchase or avoid, what brands of the recommended product to buy, and 

which retailers to buy it from. It also allows you to send emails to these 

companies to give them praise for their records and to let them know why you 

have chosen to shop with them or to give them feedback on why you have 

chosen not to shop with them and/or to ask them to change their practices or 

procedures. Your buying decisions and feedback can have a profound impact. 
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("Responsible Shopper," 

http://www.workingforchange.com/shop/responsibleshop.cfin) 

• Text 30: [. . .] just by talking on the phone or using your credit card, you've 

helped to raise $30 million for nonprofit groups working for peace, human 

rights and a clean environment. Thank you! 

Now, I'd like to tell you about another cause that urgently needs your 

support: the well being of children And you can make a difference in their 

lives simply through your everyday shopping [. . .]. Remember, the sooner you 

enroll, the sooner children across the country will start to benefit. (Nov 25, 

2002 ESCrip promotional letter, emphasis, authors') 

• Text 31: As a member of working assets, you know how easy it is to raise 

money for nonprofit groups just by talking on the phone. But did you know 

you an also make a difference in the lives of our nation's children when you 

go shopping, at no extra cost to you? (Introducing the WA Youth Focus Fund, 

2002 brochure) 

http://www.workingforchange.com/shop/responsibleshop.cfin
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Besides the company's dual appeal to SRPs' sense of economic practicality and 

their social ideals, another reason Working Assets' appeal is efifective is because of its 

appropriation, on the quotidian level, of the notion of consumer sovereignty. As I 

discussed in Chapter 1, consumer sovereignty, the argument that consumers wield great 

power through their purchasing choices, is, in part, a response to the political disaffection 

of the late twentieth century. As inheritors of the Progressive Era's mandate to improve 

society, contemporary SRPs feel a sense of duty to participate in civic life but are 

sometimes at a loss as to how to do so. The idea of consumer sovereignty provides an 



accessible means for that participation. In order for Working Assets to successfully make 

its argument that talking on the phone can "change the world," it must assume SRPs' 

acceptance of the power of consumer sovereignty. Working Assets' rhetoric both relies 

on and reinforces the idea of consumer sovereignty by presenting consumption as a 

powerfiil means of social and political action. In this way, Working Assets demonstrates 

the pervasive power that the notion of consumer sovereignty wields as it operates within 

post-Fordist U.S. society. 

This representation is most visible in Working Assets' promotion of its 

ShopForChange website. While the name of the website immediately links consumption 

to social change, Text 29, an (exigent) promotional description of the Responsible 

Shopper database, demonstrates the idea of consumer sovereignty fiinctioning on the 

quotidian level. "Responsible shopping" is defined as "taking into accoimt the social and 

environmental impacts of your buying decisions." Consumption, then, the reader must 

assume, has consequences other than the immediate economic exchange of a given 

amount of money for a product or service. The Responsible Shopper database provides 

information that allows users to "determine what t5'pes of products to piirchase or avoid, 

what brands of the recommended product to buy, and which retailers to buy it fi-om." As 

influenced by the "socially responsible" company movement, the notion of consumer 

sovereignty has extended the idea of buying power from merely an economic lever that 

consumers can use to influence product availability and price, into the social and political 

sphere where buyers can scrutinize producers' economic, social, and political practices. 

ShopForChange is one application of this politicized view of consumer sovereignty. Not 



only can users of ShopForChange select products and services based on companies' 

profile information provided by the database, they can also "send emails to these 

companies to give them praise for their records.. .or give them feedback on why you have 

chosen not to shop with them." Whether through purchasing products from a "socially 

responsible" company, or sending an emaU to a (presumably) socially irresponsible 

company, users of the ShopForChange website are acting as consumers, using their 

economic buying power to effect social and political change. And, according to Working 

Assets, the socially responsible shopper's "buying decisions and feedback can have a 

profound impact" if, that is, the reader accepts the assumption that consumer sovereignty 

does indeed describe a buyer's power to influence a producer's decisions. 

Another assumption that supports Working Assets' version of "socially 

responsible" shopping is, as mentioned before, its implied association of the "right" kind 

of consumption with the moral sense of "doing good." In Texts 28, 30, and 31, the reader 

is assured that, when she shops "responsibly" through using Working Assets' various 

services, "every purchase is a gift" and while shopping, she can, for example, "make a 

difference in the lives of ovir nation's children." These references to the moral benefit of 

"responsible" consumption fiirther bolster the notion of consumer sovereignty through 

the assumption that not only does consumption have power, but, when used carefully, 

that power can be channeled toward specific beneficial ends. One of the consequences of 

this assimiption is that consumption takes on a kind of urgency, for, as Text 30 states, 

"the sooner you enroll, the sooner children across the country will start to benefit." 



When viewed dialectically, the idea of consumer sovereignty functioning on the 

quotidian level reveals some of the same tensions in Working Assets' self-representation 

and its appeals to potential customers. While a dialectical understanding of consumption 

would recognize its close relationship to a society's social and political processes (and, 

along with the relationship, would recognize that consumption does indeed have ethical 

consequences). Working Assets' rhetoric, like the rhetoric of many other companies, 

relies on an assumed acceptance of the notion of consximer sovereignty without 

addressing its dialectical tensions. For example, how might a consumer's power, as 

described by Working Assets, have contradictory effects? Working Assets' version of 

consumer sovereignty does little to raise the question of how one effect of "buyer power" 

may be directly opposed to other consequences of that same act of consumption. For 

example, a consumer's purchase of fuel for her SUV with her Working Assets credit card 

will generate a monetary donation to environmental organizations, but will it counter the 

environmental damage done by driving an inefficient automobile? Or how are the 

consequences of the donations generated through ShopForChange offset by the 

consequences of purchasing products fi'om companies that, according to Working Assets' 

own standards, may be socially irresponsible?^'' Working Assets' rhetoric draws 

attention only to select political and social consequences of a consumer's buyer power or, 

more specifically, it highlights those consequences that reflect favorably on the company 

and its customers. In regard to other possible consequences of "buyer power," the texts 

are silent. This silence reflects the tendency of quotidian rhetoric toward, as Oilman 

writes, "denying, hiding, or otherwise distorting contradictions" {Investigations 17).'^^ 



Another issue not addressed in Working Assets' presentation of consvimer 

sovereignty is the question of whose "voice" is being heard when Working Assets' 

customers "shop responsibly." Working Assets' rhetoric reveals a major tension within 

SRC rhetoric by reflecting the assumptions both of consumer sovereignty—that is, 

consumers are the source of power—and those of the "socially responsible" company 

movement—that is, that companies also have power that can be used to influence the 

course of social development. The issue of "who's leading whom" points to another 

dialectical tension in Working Assets' rhetoric. 

Whose Voice is Being Heard? 

• Text 32: Oi/^ activism produces results. ("It's Time to Act!" 2002 brochure) 

• Text 33: Yes! I want to give decision makers a piece of my mind all year 

round. I authorize Working Assets to send in my name two national Citizen 

Letters each month at the discounted rate of $3.60 per month (2001 

Automatic Citizen Letters brochure) 

• Text 34: ActForChange makes it easy for people to become online activists 

and speak out on behalf ofprogressive issues. By combining progressive news 

with opportunities for citizen action, ActForChange is a powerful andfar-

reaching catalyst for social change. ("ActForChange Frequently Asked 

Questions," http://www.workingforchange.com/help/act4cfaq.cfin) 

• Text 35: Each month, Working Assets customers generate approximately 

80,000 calls and letters on important issues of public concern. Some Citizen 

http://www.workingforchange.com/help/act4cfaq.cfin
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Action victories in 2000 include: renewing the Violence Against Women Act, 

protecting the Tongass Rainforest in Alaska, and convincing Congress to 

invest $12 billion in conservation initiatives over the next six years (2000 fact 

sheet) 

• Text 36: Automatic CitizenLetters: ACL offer you a convenient and effective 

way to stand up for your strongest beliefs. This exclusive service allows you 

to send well-argued letters to key decision-makers every month, year-round. 

Enroll today and we 'II automatically deliver, on your behalf two letters on 

the national issues featured in your phone bill. (That comes to a low monthly 

fee of $3.60—a 20% SA VINGS!) (2003 Automatic payment brochure) 

Text 37: It's time to act. As a member of Working Assets, you can help stop 

President Bush from ticking off his to-do list [. . .]. While we lost the election 

to a right-wing majority, we didn 't lose our voice [. . .]. Presenting the unique 

and effective Citizen Action program. There are many ways to speak out. 

Join a grassroots movement. March in the streets. Or, open your phone bill. 

You can speak up all year long with the Working Assets Citizen Action 

program (2002 "It's Time to Act!" brochure) 
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• Text 38: Tell Bush you won't take his bribe. If you believe the tax cut ignores 

those who need help the most, then join us in sending Bush a message. Donate 

your tax rebate check to any group (or groups) featured on our donations 

site—GiveForChange.com—and Working Assets will match contributions, up 

to $1 million! (2001 promotional brochure) 

• Text 39: With W in the White House, human rights around the World, 

Wildlife, and a Woman's right to choose Won't be Protected. Unless you 

make your voice heard. It's hard to sit by and watch the Bush Administration 

roll back all the progress we've made in environmental protection, 

reproductive freedom, and public health and safety. 
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But you don't have to. As a member of Working Assets, you can speak up 

and let Washington know where you stand on the issues by spending very little 

time or money. 

Simply check the box on your phone bill, and for a small fee. Working 

Assets will research the issues that matter to you, argue your beliefs in well-

constructed CitizenLetters and deliver those letters on your behalf to the 

individual or organization in the best position to effect change. (2001 

brochure) 

j^^ith in the 

hite House, 

human rights 

around the ^^^orld, 

f ildlife, and a 

)man's right 

to choose on't 
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Unless you make your 

voice heard. 

• Text 40: It was a year that none of us will ever forget. In the wake of the 

terrorist attacks, we came together as a nation like never before. As we 

mourned the victims and honored the rescue workers, we discovered new 



reserves of compassion and generosity. Families, Friends, and neighbors 

revived our inner strength and hope. 

Throughout 2001, your dedication to just causes never dimmed. Before 

September 11, with hundreds of thousands of calls and letters to Washington, 

you defended worldwide AIDS funding and a woman's right to choose. After 

the US retaliation, you stood up for the Constitution by speaking out against 

restrictions on civil liberties. You struck back when Congress pitched an 

economic-stimulus bill that was a billion-dollar tax break for corporations. 

You opposed all attempts to drill for oil in Alaska. 

The coming year will be our most challenging yet. Unfortunately, some 

politicians will continue to cloak their regressive policies in patriotism. We 

remain committed to civil liberties, environmental protection, economic 

justice, and individual freedom for people the world over. Throughout 2002, 

you can rest assured that Working Assets will not back down. ("Political 

Review," 2001 brochure) 



104 

\v 

I J.,;.:.'• Vv'.Ji ••.•.•.'••• • .' : 
II vv<is ! x-iu- L:i Kii W'fl "JiivM {fiv '/rii'v '.'f I'f- ?•* v.v 
: .iin-' ••."••\vVliTi- :"i; <\ 11:̂ 1 'ill iipvmi- ix"oif As vv̂ "- !"(uirni:':l -'Mr •-•u-fims .in:! 
in:!i:n-i: v\- -AOKers. we ••J.-scc-ve-c-d lese-vesoi «!iii.i 
=r:-f'!i:̂ :lj '• ••II |:'ll"ln'llilS .-I"!: ill! 1' 
ip..:vo:i v.:r i:i.:i!! vu!̂ u',1"> Hiui \vv̂ v 

1 J-'-diCSI.CJl u-':* 

i:.!us-?sr'!'Vf-'r Oivnv:! t^NUiebeiifi^mr.'O' 
•.vf I!.;•'•.irfKis 'ji iiiiuiŝ iuif. s sinu 
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While the notion of consumer sovereignty positions the buyer as the exerciser of 

power, in various texts Working Assets' rhetoric alternately assigns power to the 

company as well as to the customer. Particularly in its descriptions of its political 

actions/services, the location of agency shifts between Working Assets as a company (or 

"community") and its customers. In Text 37, readers are told that "as a Working Assets 
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member, you can help stop President Bush from ticking olFhis to do list." In the next 

sentence, the location of agency shifts to "we," presumably the "we" of the larger 

Working Assets' commimity (or perhaps the even larger community of political 

progressives): "While we lost the election to a right-wing majority, we didn't lose our 

voice."In Text 39, there is a transferal of agency from the inclusive "we" back to a 

directive "you." The brochure begins by citing the potential "roll backs [to] all the 

progress that we've made in environmental protection, reproductive freedom, and public 

health and safety." The reader must assume, then, that "progress" was accomplished by 

the "we" of the Working Assets community, or perhaps, rather the "we" of the larger 

community of progressive citizens. Two sentences later, the reader is told that "you can 

speak up and let Washington know where you stand on issues." In the next sentence, 

however, the reader discovers that it is Working Assets who will "research the issues that 

matter to you, argue your beliefs in well-constructed CitizenLetters and deliver those 

letters on your behalf" So who's the actor? If Working Assets is doing the research, the 

writing, and the sending, then the "you" in the brochure is responsible only for paying a 

fee to, in a sense, "outsource" her political/social voice. 

Working Assets' merger of "socially responsible" company with "socially 

responsible" consumers presvunably unites the agency of the consimier with that of the 

producer. However, the rhetoric in texts such as Text 33 and Text 35 emphasize that 

Working Assets is merely the conduit for making "your" voice heard ("Yes! I want to 

give decision-makers a piece of my mind..." and "Each month. Working Assets 

customers generate approximately 80,000 calls and letters..."). When Working Assets 
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selects the issues that are highlighted for action in each monthly phone bill, researches 

the issues, and composes the letters that are sent, the agency of the "you" is confined to 

the act of consumption. In other texts, such as Text 40, in which the reader is told that, 

"Throughout 2002, you can rest assured that Working Assets will not back down," 

Working Assets as a company becomes the actor, the leader of the fight for social 

progress. Like other socially responsible companies, while Working Assets needs to 

present itself as an effective force for social progress (otherwise, what would set the 

company apart fi-om its competitors?), it also needs to convince its SRP customers that, 

through their consumption, they are significant contributors to social progress. This 

tension, evident in many of the texts but particularly evident in Working Assets' more 

overtly political texts, allows Working Assets to reinforce its identity as political action 

organization, while also conveying the message to its customers that their "buyer power" 

works. 

Save Time. Save the World...At No Extra Cost 

• Text 41: Making it Easy to Make a Difference (slogan appearing on 

envelopes, letterhead, company website, etc.) 

WORKING ASSETS" 

• Text 42: Best of all, you 11 both be building a better world by doing what you 

do anyway: making long distance calls (2002 customer recruiting brochure) 
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Text 43: "we 're selling the concept...that everyday activities like talking on 

the phone can lead to acts of generosity" (CEO Laura Scher, quoted in People 

magazine article included in the 2002 Press Kit) 

Text 44: Now you can support causes you care about while you read the 

news or shop online (June 1, 2001 press release) 

Text 45: Why only shop when you can shop and generate donations at the 

same time? Best of all, it won't cost you any extra time or money (June 3, 

2002 eScrip letter) 

Text 46: Through our unique Citizen Action Program, you can lobby 

powerful decision-makers like George W Bush right from the comfort of your 

own home. 

Here's how it works. Every month in your phone bill we tell you about 

public officials who stand in the way of progress—then we give you cheap and 

easy ways to do something about it (2001 brochure) 

Text 47: Introducing Working Assets Wireless Now you can support 

progressive causes—even while you 're on the go! (2002 promotional 

brochure) 
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Perhaps the lynchpin in the dialectical relationship between "good consumer" and 

"good citizen" in Working Assets' rhetoric is the frequent references to how "easy" and 

time-saving it is to use Working Assets' services. Readers are reminded that they can do 

more that just talk on the phone—^they can "save the world" while they talk on the phone. 

One of the primary assumptions in these texts is that people do not have time for 

traditional forms of social participation—attending town halls, volunteering for social or 

political organizations, writing (their own) letters to political or business leaders, or 

attending public demonstrations or presentations. This quotidian appropriation of the 

common cultural narrative that we are all too busy points to what French philosopher 
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Jean-Francois Lyotard, in his work The Differend, proposes is an attitude toward time 

that is particularly associated with capitalism. Success, in a capitalist system, argues 

Lyotard, comes from gaining time (173-81). Lyotard describes capitalism as a system 

that—^because profit levels must continue to increase and so must productivity—enforces 

a relentless emphasis on doing more in less time. In Lyotard's thinking, the cliche "time 

is money" is transformed into "money is time." ("Money can make advances in time 

because it is stocked-up time" [Differend 176].) This description of capitalism is useful 

because it reveals the quotidian notions of time fimctioning within rhetoric that asserts 

that the act of spending money can, in a sense, "buy" time through achieving multiple 

objectives simultaneously. "Socially responsible" consumption, then, is not only 

beneficial for society, but productive as well. 

While the words "efficient" and "productive" do not appear in the ads, the 

prepositions "while" and "and" play key roles in communicating the message that 

Working Assets customers can multitask by using Working Assets' services and 

simultaneously contributing to social progress ("save the world while you talk on the 

phone"). Customers can do more than just shop—^they can "shop and generate donations 

at the same time," or "support causes [they] care about while [they] read the news or shop 

online." For those too busy to read the Issue of the Month notices in their monthly phone 

bill, there is the Automatic CitizenLetter option: simply sign up for a year's worth of 

CitizenLetters, and Working Assets will automatically send its two prescribed 

CitizenLetters each month (for "a low monthly fee of $3.60—a 20% savings")."^' 

Because, as described in Chapter 1, the realization of greater efficiency and productivity 
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often requires the professional class's expertise, Working Asset's assertion that its 

services can help customers save time (and thus, presumably, be more productive and 

efficient) particularly appeals to SRPs. On the quotidian level, Working Assets' rhetoric 

appropriates time values prized by SRPs to fiirther effect the merger of consumption and 

citizenship. 

Conclusion; The Mask(ing) of Rhetoric 

Throughout the chapter, I have argued that Working Assets' rhetoric masks 

contradictions that are embedded in its representation of itself, its customers, and in the 

practices of "socially responsible" consiunption. Oilman, as noted earlier in this chapter, 

argues that ideology, or the "common sense" notions in a society (quotidian rhetoric), 

often serves to conceal contradictions. The rhetoric of "productivity" discussed in the 

previous section is one example of how rhetoric ftmctions to keep contradictions hidden. 

If it is assumed, for example, the "productive" multitasking that Working Assets 

describes is possible, then savvy consumers can indeed simultaneously be active citizens 

and acts of consumption can also be acts of good citizenship. By following the pattern of 

the dialectic discussed in this chapter, the persuasive power of (exigent) rhetorical claims 

that are based on contradictory (quotidian) rhetorical assumptions is revealed. Rhetoric 

acts both as mask and masked, as texts present seemingly coherent messages based on 

contradictory assumptions. 

In all of the texts discussed in this chapter, the exigent fimction of the selected 

passages is to sell Working Assets' services. The overt purpose of the letters, brochures. 
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websites and other marketing materials is to persuade new and existing customers that 

Working Assets' offers them services that will, in various ways, make their lives (and the 

world) better. At this level. Working Assets' claims that customers can "save money 

while they save the world" present a persuasive, and—from a certain perspective— 

accurate depiction of the effects of "socially responsible" consumption: Working Assets 

does in fact provide services at competitive rates while donating a portion of its profits to 

nonprofit organizations. Underlying this level of exigent rhetoric, however, are 

assumptions that function on the quotidian level to support this particular interpretation of 

Working Assets' sales pitches. On this quotidian level, dialectical tensions among these 

assumptions are left largely unexamined—^tensions that concern the contradictions 

between Working Assets' economic imperatives and its sociopolitical commitments, the 

combination of consumption with citizenship, and the selling of a "productive" kind of 

social responsibility. In other words, exigent rhetoric presents a selective and seemingly 

coherent message that masks the contradictory notions fimctioning on the quotidian 

level. 

In this chapter, I have used two of Oilman's four categories for dialectical inquiry, 

the interpenetration of opposites and contradiction, to examine the multiple 

representations Working Assets' rhetoric presents of itself, its customers, and "socially 

responsible" consumption. Although these two categories have allowed me to focus 

specifically on the dialectics of Working Assets' rhetoric, I have not yet compared the 

company's rhetoric to other examples of SRC rhetoric or situated this rhetoric within the 

larger dialectic of politicized consumption. Having gained some preliminary 
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understanding of SRC rhetoric from this specific case study, in the next chapter I use 

Oilman's remaining two categories, identity/difference and quality/quantity, to compare 

and contrast Working Assets' rhetoric with other texts that promote or discuss "socially 

responsible" consumption. 
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Chapter 4: The Rhetoric of "Socially Responsible^' Consumption; The 
Bigger Picture 

One of the aims of dialectical inquiry is to situate individual moments within the 

larger social processes they represent, a task that I begin in this chapter and conclude in 

the final chapter. Having examined Working Assets' rhetoric for insight into some of its 

internal dialectical tensions, in this chapter I analyze examples of other texts advocating 

or discussing "socially responsible" consumption (SRC) in order to situate Working 

Assets' rhetoric within the larger range of SRC rhetoric."^^ To do this, I draw on the 

remaining two categories that Bertell Oilman identifies as necessary for dialectical 

inquiry; quantity/quality and identity/difference.^*^ As discussed in Chapter 2, the 

quantity/quality category calls attention to changes in a dialectic over time by identifying 

key moments at which the cumulative effects of quantitative change produce a qualitative 

shift in the trajectory of a dialectic. The identity/difference category focuses on 

identifying and analyzing similarities and differences among various related moments in 

a dialectic. 

Although dialectic is an organic and fluid process that cannot be accurately 

measvired, a simple diagram that shows the relation among an individual moment, the 

broader workings of the dialectic in the present, and the past and potential futures may be 

useful for visualizing how, in a dialectical inquiry, analysis of identity/difference and 

quantity/quality can move an inquiry from focusing on one moment (such as Working 

Assets' rhetoric) to a broader examination of the dialectic within which the moment 

exists. The diagram in Figure 1 uses a simple j<y-axial continuum to plot a dialectical 
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moment. Time ( t)  is plotted on the vertical axis, while space (x) is plotted on the 

horizontal axis. 

future 

present ^ ̂  

pa't 

Figure 1: Diagram of a dialectical moment 

The horizontal line along the x axis represents the present continuum of the PC 

dialectic as a whole. Point E is the object (or moment) of study (in this case. Working 

Assets' texts). The triangle-shaped regions that converge at point E represent the set of 

past events that made possible the present existence of point E and the range of possible 

future events (or moments) that may result from point E. If, within this project, I define 

the present as the range of rhetorical meanings through which the politicization of 

consumption is currently manifest, then the study of similarities and differences in the 

latter part of this chapter—Oilman's "identity/difference" category—is an analysis of 

various events (or moments) along the x axis.^' My application of Oilman's 

quantity/quality category in the next section of this chapter is a look at three significant 

moments from the triangle-shaped region of the past. It is, in other words, an examination 
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of the historical movement of the dialectic as viewed through the specific moment of 

Working Assets' rhetoric (point E). One of the primary goals of this dialectical inquiry is 

to demonstrate the complex links between these three foci of analysis—Working Assets' 

rhetoric (point E), other current moments of SRC rhetoric (line x), and representative 

moments from the past (the triangle-shaped region). While this two-dimensional diagram 

cannot accurately depict the complex dynamics of a dialectic, it serves to illustrate the 

continuity of past, present, and future and the necessity of situating an individual moment 

within a larger context for the purpose of better understanding both the specific moment 

and its context. 

To better understand the relation between Working Assets' rhetoric and the other 

examples of current SRC rhetoric, I look first at three qualitative shifts in the historical 

development of SRC rhetoric and then move to the present to identify some of the 

similarities and differences among thirteen sample texts from two categories: (1) other 

ads and promotions produced by for-profit companies that, like Working Assets, use SRC 

rhetoric to promote a product or service; and (2) texts from nonprofit organizations that 

exist to support the practice of SRC. By tracing three moments from the past when there 

was a qualitative shift in SRC rhetoric and then by studying sample texts from the 

present, I set the stage for the concluding chapter. There, I argue that the rhetoric of 

"socially responsible" consumption and the larger dialectical process of the politicization 

of consumption, while they primarily reinforce post-Fordism, also crack open the politics 

of consumption. 
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SRC Rhetoric's Past: Three Qualitative Shifts 

Oilman's quantity/quality category for dialectical inquiry involves the study of 

changes in quantity that, at some point, generate a change in the quality of a particular 

dialectical process. I have argued that this quantity/quality relation can be better 

understood in terms of movement along a continuvim on which there are no easily 

identifiable points at which qualitative shifts take place, although qualitative shifts do 

take place over time. These qualitative shifts are an alteration in the dialectic's trajectory 

rather than in its composition. In order to study these temporal changes in relation to 

Working Assets' rhetoric, I briefly discuss three historical periods in terms of three 

tensions/themes that, during these periods, demonstrated a qualitative shift in the PC 

dialectic: (1) representations of companies as "good citizens;" (2) representations of 

consumption as social and political action; and (3) representations of the political/social 

power of the consumer (which have increasingly linked the practices of consumption to 

the practices of citizenship). 

Shift One: Focus on the Company: The Progressive Era and the Image of Business 

It is not surprising that one of the earliest appearances of rhetoric that signified the 

politicization of consumption accompanied one of the key historical developments 

discussed in Chapter 1—^the Progressive Era and the rise of middle class reformers. 

During this period the field of public relations began to take form. The emergence of 

public relations or, as it is commonly described, "doing good and getting credit for it" as 

a significant factor in the operations of U.S. business is the one of the earliest 

developments that foreshadows the current shape of SRC rhetoric (Harris 1309). Big 
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business's reliance on public relations to enhance company image began during the 

Progressive Era, when muckraking journalists like Ida M. Tarbell and Upton Sinclair 

focused the public's attention on the abuses of big business. In response, early twentieth-

century business leaders turned to public relations campaigns to build and maintain a 

positive reputation for their companies. For example, when Rockefeller's reputation 

suffered damage after the notorious Ludlow Massacre in April of 1914, renowned PR 

agent Ivy Ledbetter Lee mounted a campaign that touted Rockefeller's philanthropic 

contributions to educational and research organizations (Harris 1310). Early public 

relations agents promoted their client companies' images through publicity campaigns 

that called attention to corporate philanthropy^—a theme that continues in contemporary 

PR efforts. Originally conceived of as separate from advertising, public relations was 

ostensibly more "credible" than advertising because of its use of third-party agents such 

as magazine articles and newspaper stories. In the post WWII era, the practices of 

advertising and PR became more intertwined as ad agencies also offered PR services in 

more tightly integrated campaigns designed to sell not only a company's products and 

services, but also a positive image of the company itself Although these types of 

publicity campaigns that announce a company's philanthropic efforts do not directly urge 

consumers to buy something from the advertising company, such PR efforts are designed 

to represent the company as a "responsible corporate citizen." In the case of Working 

Assets, this type of PR has become an integral part of the company's advertising—in 

essence, the company's ads are inseparable from its PR. Working Assets relies on its 

public image as a "socially responsible" company to sell its products and services—the 



118 

image is part of the product. In the Progressive Era emergence of PR, a change in the 

rhetoric of business transpired. This change was, in effect, a qualitative shift in the way 

that companies represented themselves to the U.S. public. Prior to the Progressive Era, 

many business executives took the attitude of "the public be damned" (a quote 

sometimes attributed to William Vanderbilt). The Progressive Era shift toward the use of 

PR campaigns for establishing and maintaining public trust signaled a growing awareness 

on the part of business leaders that the economic sphere was also rhetorical. They came to 

see that—^when it comes to buying and selling—image counts (1309). The next 

significant shift in the PC dialectic took place after WWII in a period in which U.S. 

citizens were urged to view consumption as a new "freedom." 

Shift Two: Focus on Consumption: The 1950s and the "Freedom" of Consumption 

Another theme in contemporary SRC rhetoric is the representation of 

consumption as a powerftil social and political act. This theme has its roots in the rise of 

consumer culture that was reviewed in Chapter 1. As I noted there, although most 

scholars who trace the history of U.S. consumer culture begin in the 1880s, the expansion 

of consumer cultxire after WWII is generally regarded as the period when mass 

consumption became widely practiced. Historian Lizabeth Cohen provides a useful 

definition of mass consumption by describing it as "the production, distribution, and 

purchase of standardized, brand-name goods aimed at the broadest possible buying 

public" (22). During the 1950s, the rapid expansion of mass consumption was fiieled by 

the effectiveness of television as an advertising medium, the demand for goods not 
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available during the war, and the shift to suburban living. In addition, Cold War tensions 

contributed to the growing emphasis on consumption as a "right" given to U.S. citizens. 

As noted in Chapter 1, Richard Fox describes this period as a time when the power of 

consumption to make life easier, cleaner, and more comfortable was promoted as 

evidence that the "American system worked" (x). Although far from current admonitions 

by companies like Working Assets that tell consumers to shop "responsibly," ads in the 

1950s—like a Ford commercial that declared buying a second car would allow formerly 

homebound suburban housewives to experience a "whole new way of Ufe"—depicted 

consumption as a powerful tool for personal change ("Two Fine Fords," Prelinger ). As 

the image of business emerged in the Progressive Era as an important topic to be 

addressed by the rhetoric of public relations, so a rhetoric of consimiption emerged in the 

post-WWII years through this second qualitative shift that redefined the act of consuming 

as a liberating personal freedom. 

In the current culture of ubiquitous consumption, the act of consuming is 

represented as a powerful tool for improving not only the lives of individuals but of the 

collective society as well. The expansion of consumption (and, along with it, advertising 

that promoted consumption as the means to personal change) in the 1950s was an 

important moment in the development of current SRC rhetoric in its positioning of 

consumption as not only an economic but social freedom. Since the 1950s, the 

representation of the political and social power of consumption has increasingly been 

demonstrated in successful campaigns such as those mounted by unions like the 

International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union (ILGWU) and the United Auto Workers 
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(UAW) in the 1970s that told U.S. consumers to "Buy American.In campaigns like 

these, rhetoric overtly promoted consumption as a social and political tool—just as 

Working Assets' rhetoric does today. 

Shift Three: Focus on Consumer's Rights: The 1960s and Consumer Sovereignty 

Two related developments, the consumer movement and the "socially 

responsible" company movement, represent a third qualitative shift in the development of 

SRC rhetoric. Since a brief discussion of the "socially responsible" company movement 

and consumer sovereignty has already been provided in Chapter 1, in this section I focus 

on the emergence of the consumer movement and its contribution to/reliance on the 

notion of consumer sovereignty. 

Although some efforts were made on the part of consumers to advocate for safer 

products and increased access to product information prior to the 1960s,^^ it was during 

the 60s that the work of Ralph Nader and others brought issues of consumer safety and 

the freedom of information into the social and political spotlight. With the publication of 

Rachel Carson's Silent Spring in 1962 and Nader's Unsafe at Any Speed in 1965, the 

momentum behind consumer efforts to demand that businesses offer safer, healthier, and 

more environmentally-friendly products and services led to new legislation such as the 

1966 Fair Packaging and Labeling Act, the Child Protection Act in the same year, the 

highly controversial 1967 Federal Cigarette Labeling and Advertising Act, and the 1969 

National Environmental Policy Act. In 1962, JFK's proclamation of the four consumer 

"rights"—^the right to be heard, the right to be informed, the right to safety, and the right 
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to choose—^had bolstered the notion of consumers as powerful social actors. Underlying 

this movement was the idea of consumer sovereignty, an idea that grew in importance 

during the 60s and 70s as consumer groups forced businesses to alter practices through 

boycotts, publicity, and legislation. In turn, businesses responded in the 70s with the 

emergence of the "socially responsible" business movement. 

This third historical development represented a shift from an emphasis on the 

image of the company and the power of consumption to a new focus on of the 

significance of the individual consumer. This shift was manifested through the promotion 

of consumer "rights" combined with demonstrations of consumer power (consumer 

groups like "Nader's Raiders" played an important role in the enactment of the new laws 

and in the development of new governmental and business policy) and the subsequent 

attempts by businesses to represent themselves as "good corporate citizens." Although 

the enactment of consumer power in the 1960s was aimed mainly at influencing 

government to enact legislation that protected consumers, the new emphasis on the power 

of the consumer set the stage for the rhetoric of "socially responsible" consumption 

currently used by companies like Working Assets. Having looked at the past of SRC 

rhetoric, I now turn to the present and apply Oilman's identity/difference category to an 

analysis a range of meanings embedded in current SRC rhetoric. Linking the past to the 

present allows me to study how these three historical developments continue to influence 

the PC dialectic and to examiae how other examples of SRC rhetoric compare to 

Working Assets' texts. 
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For-Profit Ads. Promotions, and Marketing Campaigns; SRC Sells 

Rhetorical Strategy 1: Focus on the Company Redux - It's an Image Thing 

Text 1: "Thanks to Phillips, Weary Travelers Will Always Have a Place to Stop 

and Refuel. By donating a former plant site to the Cactus Playa Lake Project, Phillips 

Petroleum helped expand and protect the habitat of hundreds of thousands of migratory 

birds. The project resulted from the cooperative effort of Phillips, wildlife and 

conservation agencies and the community of Cactus, Texas. Now bald eagles, waterfowl 

and dozens of other bird species have a better place to rest along the Central Flyway. 

It's yet another example of what it means to be the Performance Company. " {Atlantic, 

June 1999, 11) 

Text 2: "Wildlife as Canon Sees It. [...J As an active, committed global 

corporation, we join worldwide efforts to promote awareness of endangered species. Just 

one way we are working to make the world a better place—today and tomorrow. " 

{National Geographic, May 2003, 7) 

Text 3: " "I've been a victim of domestic violence. And I know that hope 

survives.' As someone who survived a violent and abusive relationship, Cynthia Gonzalez 

knows first hand that beyond pain, there is hope. For women like Cynthia, the chance for 

a brighter future becomes a reality through Doors of Hope—our initiative in partnership 

with the National Network to End Domestic Violence Fund. [...] The Philip Morris family 

of companies is working to provide new resources in the struggle to end domestic 

violence. Through our collaboration with the National Network to End Domestic 

Violence Fund, Doors of Hope is just a part of our commitment of giving to people in 

need, and our legacy of community support that's been making a difference for more than 
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forty years. [...] Sharing the commitment. Building the solution. " (Atlantic, June 1999, 

21) 

Text 4: "When you're learning about life, the world is your classroom. We live 

where you live. That's why State Farm supports Service-Learning, an innovative teaching 

method combining service to the community with classroom curriculum. Join State Farm 

in sharing the value of Service-Learning with your local schools and help children as 

they reach out to their communities. " {National Geographic, May 2003, 31) 

While Working Assets' rhetoric links the company and its customers together as a 

"community" of citizens, many other U.S. companies use a slightly different strategy to 

promote their "socially responsible" behavior by representing themselves as "good 

corporate citizens." Rather than overtly suggesting that their customers are engaging in 

civic action by purchasing the companies' products or services, these companies focus 

their rhetoric on the image of the company itself This type of marketing strategy, 

labeled by the Advertising Age Encyclopedia of Advertising as "corporate" or 

"institutional" advertising is usually implemented as part of a company's public relations 

efforts. This type of advertising has—as I discussed in the previous section—long been 

used as a way for companies to enhance their public image. In Text 1, for example, 

Phillips Petroleum represents itself as an environmentally-concerned company by 

recounting its donation of an old plant site to a conservation group for the purpose of 

protecting habitat for migratory birds. The other three texts similarly represent the 

companies as "good corporate citizens" not through the nature of their products or 

services, but through their philanthropic practices. While this type of rhetoric does not 
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overtly promote "socially responsible" consumption using the same approach as Working 

Assets, it directly portrays companies as "good citizens" by touting the ways that the 

companies are contributing to the betterment of society. In turn, presumably, consumers 

can feel better about buying from (or investing in) these "responsible" companies. 

Although these texts contain many of the same internal tensions at work in 

Working Assets' texts in the previous chapter, my primary purpose here is not to examine 

the workings of the texts themselves but rather to situate them in relation to Working 

Assets' rhetoric in order to depict the current dynamics of SRC rhetoric. When these four 

texts are compared and contrasted to Working Assets' ads, the dialectical interplay of 

both similarities and differences in the texts' portrayal of the companies, the act of 

consumption, and the role of the consumer emerge. Diverse businesses such as Working 

Assets, Phillips Petroleum, Canon, Phillip Morris, and State Farm use similar rhetorical 

strategies to promote themselves as good corporate citizens through advertising their 

support of nonprofit organizations. However, unlike Working Assets, companies that 

restrict the promotion of their "citizenship" to these kinds of image-building ads do not, 

at least directly, extend this "good citizenship" to their customers by "selling" the act of 

consumption itself as an act of citizenship. The ads do not, in fact, refer to the consumer 

or the act of consumption in any direct way but rather imply that, because the company is 

donating money to a worthy cause and is thereby benefiting society, the consumer can 

feel good about purchasing its products or services. 

In terms of the dialectical category of identity/difference, the texts in this section 

reveal that many companies (including Working Assets) use rhetoric to portray 
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themselves as "responsible" members of society. However, unlike Working Assets, these 

companies do not promote the act of consuming their products as an act of good 

citizenship (a tough sell indeed with companies such as Phillips Petroleum and Philip 

Morris) nor do they represent their consumers as "good citizens." This type of 

"corporate" advertising is primarily designed to establish a company's image of 

"responsible-ness" rather than to directly urge consumers to engage in specific acts of 

consumption. While these texts may not be considered a direct promotion of SRC, they 

are significant for understanding SRC rhetoric and the PC dialectic because they invoke 

the politics of business as an advertising strategy by suggesting there are factors beyond 

product quality/price that consumers might want to consider when they shop. In other 

words, it's not only what you buy, it's who you buy it from. However, there are 

companies that—like Working Assets—^use rhetoric to go beyond image-building to 

explicitly promote the act of consumption itself as a form of social action. 

Rhetoric Strategy 2: Focus on Consumption Redux - It's an Action Thing 

Text 5: "Buy a Child Carrier. Save the World. Kelty proudly supports the 

Outdoor Industry Conservation Alliance, who [sic] provides direct funding for grassroots 

environmental protection, restoration and education. So, buy Kelty and save the world? 

Maybe just a little. Even better, go into the wilderness and enrich your soul. It's the first 

step to saving anything. " (Kelty brochure) 

Text 6: "As a Capital One cardholder, you could save up to $300 a year on Auto 

Insurance, and help Habitat for Humanity build decent, affordable housing with [sic] 
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people in need. [...]. Capital One will donate to Habitat for Humanity International 5% 

of the gross revenue it receives from Liberty Mutual for U.S. sales of new personal lines 

insurance policies generated through this campaign and put in force during the time 

period 2/1/01 through 8/31/01. " (Capital One brochure) 

Text 7: "Imagine...if every time you bought groceries, gas, gifts...anything with 

your American Express Card, you helped feed someone who's hungry. You can. With the 

American Express Charge Against Hunger, we can all do more. " (qtd. in Brand Spirit, 8) 

Texts 5 through 7 demonstrate an approach to SRC rhetoric that marketers label 

"cause-related marketing."^^ This advertising strategy is in many ways similar to 

Working Assets' rhetoric. The Kelty ad, for example, tells readers that they can "save the 

world" by buying a child carrier, and the American Express ad tells readers that any 

purchase made with its card will help to feed hungry people.^^ Like Working Assets' 

texts, these two ads represent the act of consumption in terms of a social benefit. In 

addition, the Capital One ad, in a gesture similar to Working Assets' message that 

"socially responsible" consumption can also be a savvy economic choice, tells us that we 

can "save $300 and help Habitat for Humanity." This "win-win" message reflects the 

same kind of "productive" social responsibility promoted by Working Assets. Like 

Working Assets' rhetoric, all three texts imply that the act of consumption can have 

positive social consequences beyond the economic effects of exchange. However, unlike 

Working Assets, Kelty, Capital One, and American Express limit their donations to a 

specific nonprofit organization, rather than giving to a range of organizations. In addition, 

the Capital One and American Express promotions are limited-time offers—only if 
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customers joined Liberty Mutual during the specified time period (February 1, 2001, to 

August 31, 2001) would money be donated to Habitat for Humanity and only purchases 

made during the Charge Against Hunger campaign (active during the months of 

November and December fi-om 1993 through 1996) counted toward American Express's 

donations to the nonprofit organization Share Our Strength. This strategy of setting time 

limits on the companies' donations adds an additional sense of urgency to the message 

that "buying is giving." 

When viewed within the larger dialectical process of politicized consumption, 

these texts demonstrate another version of SRC rhetoric that moves the primary focus 

fi-om the image of the company (as seen in the previous section) to the political/social 

effects of the act of consumption. Thus, to refer back to Figure 1, these texts are situated 

somewhat closer on line x to the representation of consumption that Working Assets 

promotes. In other words, what these texts have in common with Working Assets is the 

notion that an individual consumer can, in general, feel good both about supporting a 

company with "good citizen" practices and about engaging in a specific consumptive act 

because of the associated social benefit. Identifying this emphasis on the act of 

consumption is crucial for understanding Working Assets's rhetoric because it 

demonstrates how current SRC rhetoric, similarly to rhetoric in the 1950s, redefines 

consvunption as both economic exchange and means for human progress. However, as 

Oilman argues, it is the differences among moments in the dialectic that reveal its 

potential transformations. Unlike the representation of consumption by companies Kelty, 

American Express, and Capital One, Working Assets' rhetoric extends this "feel good" 
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effect beyond an individual act of consumption to the identity of the consumer herself, 

who is depicted as "an influential political activist" (see Text 12 in Chapter 3).^^ While 

companies like Kelty, American Express, and Capital One implicitly present themselves 

as "good citizens" because of their donations to nonprofit organizations and explicitly 

represent consumption as a means for social progress, they do not define their customers 

as powerM social actors in the same way the Working Assets and other companies do. 

Rhetorical Strategy 3: Focus on the Consumer Redux - It's a Power Thing 

Text 8: "We are an investment firm specializing exclusively in socially responsible 

investing. We manage more than $1.3 billion in assets for individual and institutional 

investors who wish to integrate social and environmental criteria into their investment 

decisions. [...] 

Our shareholders invest with us for a variety of reasons, ranging from meeting 

important financial goals such as retirement or savings for college to building personal 

wealth, but one thing they all share in common is an understanding of the importance of 

their investment decisions. At Domini Social Investments, we are dedicated to making 

your investment decisions count - for your personal financial benefit, as well as for your 

broader hopes for a healthier environment and a more just and humane economy. " 

("About Domini") 

Text 9: "Our Mission: To enable the economic power of individuals to benefit their 

chosen communities. Our Vision: In the near future, all consumer transactions will 
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contain a percentage that benefits causes close to home. " ("The iGive.com Mission and 

Vision") 

Texts 8 and 9 show another element in SRC rhetoric that is both similar to and 

different from Working Assets' practices. When situating these texts in relation to 

Working Assets' texts, the complex interplay of similarity and difference that inhabit the 

larger PC dialectic is once again revealed. Both texts, like Working Assets, directly 

invoke "buyer power" by suggesting that the consvuner—^through her purchasing 

choices—is contributing to beneficial social change. In the same way that Working 

Assets' promotions of SRC are based on quotidian assumptions about the power of 

consumer sovereignty, so these assumptions are equally important in Domini Social 

Investments' representation of "socially responsible" investing as a form of social action: 

"your investment decisions count [...] for your broader hopes for a healthier 

environment and a more just and himiane economy." In this text, not only is the company 

represented as being committed to "social responsibility" through its facilitation of SRC, 

but the consumer herself is also represented as an agent for social progress. 

While Domini directs investors to "socially responsible" companies, iGive.com's 

sole economic function is to "funnel" online donations to specific nonprofit 

organizations. By allowing a consumer to identify a specific nonprofit organization that 

win receive a donation when she makes a purchase through the company's website, 

iGive.com, a for-profit company, exists only as the administrative link between 

individual consumers, select online merchants, and nonprofit organizations.^^ As Text 9 
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tells us, the company's mission is to "enable the economic power of individuals to benefit 

their chosen communities." Like Domini and Working Assets, iGive's direct reference to 

the "economic power of individuals" foregrounds the role of the consumer in bettering 

society.^^ In both texts, as well as in Working Assets' ads, rhetoric works not only to 

project the companies' good image (by referring to the companies' roles as facilitators of 

SRC), but also to promote consumption as a social and political act and to depict the 

consumer as an agent whose economic power can have positive social effects. Through 

tracing the similarities among Working Assets' rhetoric and that of companies like 

Domini and iGive, increasingly politicized representations of consumption and the 

consumer emerge. Similarities among dialectical moments, as Oilman states, show the 

momentum of the dialectic, which suggests that, if companies like Working Assets, 

Domini, and iGive continue to be successful, more companies will adopt rhetorical 

strategies that overtly urge consumers to see their shopping as an opportunity for social 

and political participation. 

The differences, however, between the two texts and Working Assets' rhetoric 

point to an important tension in SRC rhetoric. Unlike Domini Social Investments and 

iGive.com, Working Assets explicitly identifies itself as a political action community 

("one of the most powerful progressive citizen-action groups in the nation") that unites 

the power of individual consumer-citizens. In Working Assets' rhetoric, consumers are 

not only individual economic agents for social change, they are also—^through their 

purchasing choices—functioning within a collective organization of citizens. Working 

Assets redefines the consumer as citizen not only by building on the three rhetorical 
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strategies I have just discussed (representing the company as "good citizen," consumption 

as sociopolitical action, and the consumer as powerfiil actor) but also by overtly linking 

consumption to citizenship through depicting itself as a political "community." This 

"community" of citizens is united, according to Working Assets, not by the economic 

• • • • 61 relationship of exchange, but by the sociopolitical goal of social progress. 

In addition to for-profit companies that use advertising in ways that are similar 

to/different fi-om Working Assets' politics of consvimption, a growing number of 

nonprofit organizations and publications exist that teach both consumers and businesses 

how to be "socially responsible." The existence of these organizations demonstrates the 

growing influence of SRC rhetoric—^not only as it is being put to work in the market, but 

as it contributes to the construction of institutional structures being built to support the 

practice of SRC. 

Nonprofit Organizations that Support SRC: Selling SRC 

Part 1 - Teaching the Value of SRC 

Text 10: "Every time you make a purchase, the money that leaves your hands goes to 

work. Too often, this means your dollars exploit workers here and abroad, abandon 

hard-hit communities and dump toxins into our environment. But it doesn't have to be this 

way. Your purchases can support businesses that create jobs, care about their 

communities, engage in fair trade and protect our environment. Co-op America helps you 

find those businesses and provides technical assistance to help those companies succeed 

and grow. " ("More Information," Co-Op America website) 
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Text 11: Mission: Co-op America's mission is to harness economic power — the 

strength of consumers, businesses and the marketplace -- to create a socially just and 

environmentally sustainable society. Reason: Co-op America focuses on economic and 

business strategies because, in our industrial age, the economic sector dominates public 

and private life. Business is its primary player. If we want a society that respects people 

and the planet, we need to change the way society does business. " ("Membership," Co

op America website^ 

Text 12: " ...there is a growing trend of Americans who are working to create a new 

American Dream-by changing the way they consume to improve their quality of life, 

protect the environment and promote social justice. They 're reconnecting to the land, and 

to their communities. They 're also building a consumer movement for a whole new 

dream, by pushing businesses, institutions and governments to provide products that 

make sense for the planet AND the bottom line. This is the future, and this is what the 

Center for a New American Dream is working to build. " ("The New Dream," Center for 

New American Dream website) 

One of the most well-known nonprofit organizations that promotes SRC is Co-op 

[sic] America. By publishing the annual National Green Pages (a directory of "socially 

responsible" companies), providing practical strategies for being a "socially responsible" 

consumer (such as tips for "socially responsible" investing), and sponsoring "Green 

Festivals" (gatherings of businesses, nonprofits, and the general public for the purpose of 

promoting "socially responsible" commerce). Co-op America seeks to fulfill its mission 
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of serving as "the leading force in educating and empowering our nation's people and 

businesses to make significant improvements through the economic system" ("Who We 

Are"). Co-op America, in part, acts as clearinghouse of information by researching 

companies' practices and determining their level of "social responsibility" according to 

Co-op America's criteria.This information, presumably, allows consumers to exercise 

their "buyer power" responsibly. Like the rhetoric of Working Assets, the notion of 

"buyer power" supports Co-op America's claim that individuals' acts of consumption 

have social effects. However, unlike Working Assets' rhetoric and that of other "socially 

responsible" for-profit companies—^which generally highlight only the positive effects of 

consuming a particular product or service—Text 10 tells the reader that consumption can 

also have negative consequences ("Every time you make a purchase, the money that 

leaves your hands goes to work. Too often, this means your dollars exploit workers..."). 

Although not promoting a specific product or service. Co-op America is overtly urging 

consumers to pay attention to the politics of the companies they buy fi-om and to view 

their acts of consumption as having direct political and social consequences. 

Another nonprofit organization that describes its mission in terms of 

"responsible" consumption is The Center for a New American Dream. As Text 12 states, 

its members are "Americans who are working to create a new American Dream - by 

changing the way they consume..." Once again, the power of consumer sovereignty is 

invoked as a means of social progress. And, like Working Assets, the Center situates the 

power of consimier sovereignty within a collective "movement" rather than appealing 

strictly to the individual consumer ("They're also building a consumer movement..."). 
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However, unlike Working Assets, neither organization explicitly represents itself as a 

political action group, nor do they directly represent consumers as citizens.^^ In fact. Co

op America explicitly addresses the question of whether it considers its work to be 

political or economic: "While many environmental organizations choose to fight 

important political and legal battles, Co-op America is the leading force in educating and 

empowering our nation's people and businesses to make significant improvements 

through the economic system" ("FAQ"). 

The importance of organizations like Co-op America and the Center for a New 

American Dream is that they fimction as primers for the practices of SRC. In essence, 

they encourage consumers to adopt SRC as a lifestyle rather than an isolated practice.^'* 

When situated in relation to Working Assets' rhetoric and other for-profit companies, the 

SRC rhetoric of these nonprofit organizations demonstrates a more fiilly realized vision 

of SRC, a vision that removes the specifics of the individual company and its 

products/services and instead presents the consumer with the idea that all consumption is 

political. The appearance in the last two decades of organizations like Co-op America 

(founded in 1982) and The Center for the New American Dream (founded in 1997) 

signals that not only are consumers (or at least certain groups of consumers) buying fi-om 

"socially responsible" companies, they are—^motivated, in part, by the advertising 

rhetoric of companies like Working Assets—actively seeking ways to engage in more 

"socially responsible" consvimption. This increase in interest reveals one of the emerging 

tensions in SRC rhetoric: who defines what is "socially responsible?" This question 
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points to another important role that nonprofit organizations play in the PC dialectic 

through such organizations' efforts to standardize "responsible" shopping. 

Part 2 - Standardizing SRC 

Text 13; "Fair Trade is: 

A living wage for farmers. During an unprecedented slump in world coffee prices, Fair 

Trade has become more important than ever. 

A new model for business based on the 'triple bottom line'—a fair deal for farmers and 

workers, environmental sustainability, and profitability for all parties in the chain of 

production. [...] 

An opportunity to express your values with your purchase dollars. The coffee, tea and 

chocolate you buy represent the hard work of hundreds of thousands of people. Choosing 

products with the Fair Trade label is an easy way to make a positive impact on their 

lives. " ("How Fair Trade Works," 

http://www.transfairusa.org/content/works/wrk_index.jsp, May 14, 2003) 

One of the challenges for consumers and businesses interested in practicing (or 

promoting) the SRC lifestyle is determining exactly what "social responsibility" means in 

concrete terms beyond the prescribed standards set by law.^^ An important dynamic in 

current SRC rhetoric is the newly emerging attempt by various organizations to articulate 

and standardize definitions of "socially responsible" business practices so that consumers 

can judge the credibility of a company when it claims that its products/services are 

http://www.transfairusa.org/content/works/wrk_index.jsp


produced in a "socially responsible" manner. Text 13, a description of the U.S.-based 

Trans Fair organization, not only draws on the notion of consumer sovereignty to 

encourage individuals to view consximption as a social and political act, but it also claims 

to guarantee that the coffee, tea, and chocolate sold with the Fair Trade certification meet 

the criteria determined by an international organization, the Fair Trade Labeling 

Organization (FLO).^^ Because the standards of what can be called "socially responsible" 

business differ greatly among individuals, businesses, nonprofit organizations, and 

countries (and because this attempt at standardization is not taking place in the political 

realm—^that is, it is outside of governmental legislation), the growth of politicized 

consumption both creates the necessity for and is fed by organizations like FLO whose 

work is the establishment and maintenance of the perceptions of legitimacy in support of 

a company's claims to "good citizenship." Still in its infancy (Trans Fair was founded in 

1998 and, according to its website, is "the only independent, third-party certifier of Fair 

Trade practices in the United States"), this moment of standardization/legitimation 

demonstrates one of the emerging tensions in SRC rhetoric—^that is, the struggle over 

who will define the criteria for "socially responsible" consumer/producer practices and 

what those criteria will be. While many for-profit companies like Working Assets and 

nonprofit organizations like Co-op America currently create their own criteria for 

"socially responsible" consiimption/production, an important fixture development in SRC 

rhetoric (and, in turn, in the PC dialectic) will be linked to the success or failure of 

national and international organizations like Trans Fair and FLO whose purpose is to 

establish standards for producer/consumer practices outside of governmental authority. 
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Trans Fair, Co-op America, and the Center for a New American Dream all overtly 

define consumption as a political and social act and seek to steer their members' 

consumption choices (and, directly or indirectly, producers' choices) toward practices 

they deem to be "socially responsible." Like Working Assets and some for-profit 

companies that employ the rhetoric of "social responsibility," nonprofit organizations that 

support SRC rely on the notion of consumer sovereignty, promote the idea of the 

collective power of consumers' actions, and attempt to articulate verifiable definitions of 

SRC. However, unlike for-profit companies, these nonprofit organizations are not driven 

by the same economic imperative to "sell" a particular product or service—^their purpose 

is to legitimize the practice of SRC itself. The significance of this moment is that, in the 

rhetoric of companies like Co-op America and Trans Fair, the general notions of 

consumption, production, and consumer choice are overtly politicized outside of any 

association with a specific company or product/service. When the existence of these 

nonprofit organizations is considered—along with the numerous publications that aim to 

educate consumers and businesses both about the general principles of "socially 

responsible" consuming/producing; the research organizations that provide information 

about specific company/industry practices; the marketing research that aims to measure 

the effectiveness of corporate "social responsibility" in advertising and identify the 

demographics of consumers who respond to such advertising; and research into new 

products that can be billed as "environmentally fi-iendly" or otherwise socially 

beneficial—^it is clear that, in the past two decades, SRC has become more than an 

advertising strategy—it's a growing social movement. 



By examining texts that employ the rhetoric of "socially responsible" 

consumption, the importance of identifying similarity and difference among 

contemporary moments in a dialectic becomes clear. As Oilman argues, it is only through 

careful analysis of these similarities and differences that complex relationships that both 

maintain and transform the dialectic are revealed. While for-profit companies like 

Phillips and Canon use corporate advertising to promote the company's good image, and 

companies like Kelty and Capital One teU customers that individual acts of consumption 

can have an added social benefit by generating donations to worthy causes, and a few 

companies like Domini Social Investments and iGive.com promote the power of the 

consumer, Working Assets uses all three of these rhetorical strategies as well as offering 

services that merge the act of consumption and the practice of citizenship by providing 

political acts—such as letter writing—for hire. In addition, the efforts of nonprofit 

organizations like Co-op America and The Center for a New American Dream use these 

same rhetorical strategies not to sell a specific product, but to sell the idea of SRC itself 

When viewed as related moments that demonstrate various manifestations of the rhetoric 

of "socially responsible" consumption, these 13 texts, along with the Working Assets 

texts discussed in the previous chapter, reveal a small glimpse of the complex network of 

rhetorical moments that comprise the present form of the dialectic of the politicization of 

consumption. 
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Conclusion 

The three varieties of contemporary SRC rhetoric discussed here, along with the 

three historical periods in the development of SRC rhetoric documented in the first part 

of the chapter, suggest that Working Assets is not a radical "new" idea nor is SRC 

rhetoric a "new" phenomena but both are the continuation of a process that has been 

influenced by and has influenced the development of other dialectical processes in U.S. 

history—among them, the Progressive Era and the rise of middle class reformers, the 

1950s and the spread of mass consumption, and the 1960s appearance of the consumer 

movement. By looking at these three transitional periods, I demonstrated how the shape 

of SRC rhetoric has emerged, shifted, grown in influence, and converged to generate the 

current rhetorical practices of companies like Working Assets. In terms of Figure 1, these 

events in the triangle-shaped region of the past demonstrate some of the influences that 

created the necessary conditions for point E, the present moment of Working Assets' 

rhetoric, and contributed to the broader spectrum of SRC rhetoric and the PC dialectic 

(l ine x).  

While Chapter 3 examined some of the specific rhetorical practices of Working 

Assets as one example of the current range of meanings in SRC rhetoric, this chapter 

points to the larger process whereby these meanings are being constructed. Within the PC 

dialectic, the expansion of SRC rhetoric indicates that its influence on the dialectic will 

significantly influence the movement of the dialectic, and, by extension, U.S. post-

Fordism. Working Assets may currently be one of only a few companies that consistently 

sells itself as a sociopolitical agent, but the growing use of advertising that promotes 
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SRC, the expansion of nonprofit organizations like Co-op America that exist to support 

and legitimize SRC, and the response of companies that place an increasing emphasis on 

advertising both what they sell and what they "believe," suggests that SRC rhetoric is 

undergoing another qualitative shift in its composition, specifically in its redefinition of 

the consumer as citizen. In addition, while Working Assets and other for-profit 

companies draw attention to only specific "positive" consequences of buying their 

products/services, the work of nonprofit organizations like Co-op America and Center for 

a New American Dream calls attention to the larger issue of the politics of consumption, 

both negative and positive. As I discuss in the concluding chapter, this focus on the social 

and political elfects of consumption offers rhetoricians and other critical scholars 

potential opportunities for the critique of consumer culture. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion: Investigating the Potential of the Rhetoric of 
''Socially Responsible" Consumption 

"Investigating potential is taking the longer view, not only forward to what 

something can develop into but also backward to how it has developed up to now. 

This longer view, however must be preceded by taking a broader view, since 

nothing and no one changes on its or his own but only in close relationship with 

other people and things, that is, as part of an interactive system. " (Oilman "Why 

Dialectics?" 344) 

So far, I have argued that Working Assets and other organizations that sell 

"socially responsible" consumption (SRC) represent themselves, consumption, and the 

consumer in ways that merge economic imperatives with social and political goals while 

masking the contradictions among these imperatives and goals. These rhetorical 

practices, I maintain, are evidence of a larger dialectic, the politicization of consumption 

(PC). I have traced some of the present characteristics of this dialectic by using Working 

Assets' rhetoric as a specific case study and then comparing Working Assets to other 

manifestations of SRC rhetoric. In so doing, I have addressed two of the four focal 

questions outlined in Chapter 1: 

• What do Working Assets' texts reveal about contradictions among its 

representations of itself, consumption, and the economic concept of the consumer 

and the sociopolitical concept of the citizen? 

• When compared to other texts that sell consumption as social or political action, 

what does Working Assets' rhetoric reveal about this particular moment in the 

dialectic of politicized consumption (PC)? 
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As demonstrated in Working Assets' representation of itself, for example, there 

are dialectical tensions concerning the role of for-profit company as political entity: 

"Working Assets is one of the most powerful progressive citizen-action groups in the 

nation." Similarly, when Working Assets' rhetoric is compared to other examples of 

SRC rhetoric, representations of the effects of consumption ("save the world while you 

talk on the phone" and "Every time you make a purchase, the money that leaves your 

hands goes to work") point to the ongoing redefinition of consumption as social and 

political action. In addition, the current examples of SRC rhetoric reveal the continued 

influence of historical developments that paved the way for Working Assets and other 

organizations that promote SRC. If Chapters 3 and 4 have, to some degree, examined the 

past and present of SRC rhetoric, then what remains is—^as Oilman writes—^to 

"investigate the potential" of SRC rhetoric both in terms of its influence on future 

developments in the post-Fordist U.S. and the opportunities it presents for praxis. This 

leads me to the second two focal questions from Chapter 1: 

• What kinds of economic, social, and political effects might result from SRC 

rhetoric? How is this rhetoric situated within the larger social context of U.S. 

post-Fordism? 

• What opportunities does this study provide for rhetoricians interested in critiquing 

capitalism? 

To address the first of these questions, I begin with a discussion of the link 

between Working Assets' rhetoric and the ongoing identity formation of "socially 

responsible" professionals (SRPs). I then examine ways that SRC rhetoric is being used 
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for various purposes—^by politicians and nonprofits, for example—and argue that its 

widening use signals a growing acceptance of its underlying assumptions. This 

acceptance, I contend, signals that the dialectic of the politicization of consumption is in 

the midst of a qualitative shift that has significant effects on U.S. consumers' views of 

themselves and their abilities to influence society. After discussing this qualitative shift, 

I turn to the question of the relation between SRC rhetoric and post-Fordist capitalism. I 

discuss some of the immediate implications of SRC rhetoric as they relate to major 

characteristics of post-Fordism and consider what these implications suggest for the 

future of the PC dialectic. 

As for the last focal question, I argue that SRC rhetoric, because it equates 

"responsible" consumption with social progress, presents useful opportunities for 

scholars and activists to expose the politics of consimiption. By pointing to certain 

effects of "responsible" shopping, SRC rhetoric shows "the tip of the iceberg," thus 

(potentially) raising to exigence the always already social and political consequences of 

consumption. The emergence of nonprofit organizations such as Co-Op America that 

attempt to define "responsible" and "irresponsible" consumption, for example, challenge 

people to consider a commodity's history when they are deciding whether to purchase a 

product/service. 

Finally, I reiterate the need for a dialectical approach to rhetorical analysis. 

Combining Brummett's continuum of rhetoric with Marxist dialectical inquiry 

demonstrates the potential of rhetoric to function on several levels simultaneously and, 

often, to mask contradictions among meanings. This approach offers rhetoricians the 
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opportunity to explore the power of rhetoric to both produce and reproduce cultural 

norms. 

SRPs and Working Assets; "Cleansing Consumerism^' 

Be sure to tell your friends how Working Assets also connects them to all the 

features they expect from a long distance carrier, like crystal-clear sound and 

world-class service. But then we connect you both to something more: your 

ideals. (Working Assets customer recruiting letter) 

One of the primary effects of SRC rhetoric is its contribution to SRPs' identity 

formation. As I wrote in Chapter 3, one of the tensions evident in Working Assets' 

rhetoric is the dual identity implied by appeals both to SRPs' sense of civic duty and to 

their desire for the economic "good deal." In Chapter 1,1 referred to David Brooks' 

popular description of SRPs as "bourgeois bohemians" or "Bobos" in describing the 

ambiguous social position that SRPs occupy. Brooks calls SRPs' attempts to cope with 

their dual nature the "Bobo reconciliation." Bobos are torn between their sense of 

connection with the working class and their desire for (and, often, access to) the comfort 

and security of material wealth. In an attempt to reconcile this tension, Bobos engage in 

what Brooks calls "cleansing consumerism": 

We prefer to buy the same items as the proletariat—it's just that we buy 

rarefied versions of these items that the members of the working class 

would consider preposterous. So we will buy chicken legs, just like 

everyone else, but they'll Ukely be free-range chickens [...]. The 
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beauty of such a strategy is that it allows us to be egalitarian and 

pretentious at the same time. (Brooks 97) 

Although Brooks terms this strategy a "reconciliation," I contend that it is, in fact, an 

indicator of a submerged but ongoing dialectical struggle that is built into the SRP 

identity. As noted in Chapter 1, Erik Wright calls this the "internally contradictory" 

nature of any social group whose interests "partake of both sides of the inherently 

contradictory interests [of workers and capitalists]" (43). While companies like Working 

Assets represent their customers as simultaneously "saving the world" and saving money, 

their rhetoric does little to call attention to SRPs' embeddedness within the system they 

are supposedly reforming. SRC rhetoric instead reproduces the same contradiction 

through its dual appeal to economic and sociopolitical goals. As discussed in Chapter 3, 

for example, Working Assets' rhetoric explicitly promotes the presumably significant 

power that its customers wield through their "socially responsible" consumption: "Every 

time you talk on the phone, you generate important donations for nonprofit groups.. 

however, the ads do not address SRPs' exploited position within the system. Nor does 

Working Assets' rhetoric call attention to the ways that SRPs' consumption practices 

support many of the social ills that the company claims to be addressing, such as the 

exploitation of workers and resources both in the U.S. and in other countries. Instead, 

Working Assets' customers are represented as privileged, enlightened "progressives" 

whose education and professional skills allow them to imderstand the need for—^and path 

to—social reform. While SRPs enjoy a relatively privileged status in terms of cultural 

(and often material) capital, they also—in classical Marxist terms—^are in an antagonistic 
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relation to the capitalist class because the profit fi-om their labor is appropriated by 

someone else. They are, then, both exploiters and exploited, as Wright notes is the 

usually the case with "middle classes": "people in certain locations in class structure are 

simultaneously exploited through one mechanism of exploitation but exploiters through 

another mechanism" ("Rethinking" 55). One of the significant effects of SRC rhetoric, as 

demonstrated by Working Assets' ads, is its contribution to the reproduction and 

assuaging of this internal contradiction. 

Working Assets' rhetoric also ignores the ways that SRC benefits SRPs as a 

group. In 1992, L. Lawrence Embley, then president of USA Communications, a cause-

related marketing group, argued that corporate "social responsibility" and its offshoots 

would create more jobs and, more specifically, jobs suited to the skills and education of 

SRPs. In his book, Doing Well While Doing Good, he discusses this idea in a section 

titled "Philanthropy—The Growth Industry of Tomorrow": 

More and more industries will be created in support of this strategy of social 

responsibility. Philanthropy will become a growth industry. [... ] This 

basic fact will benefit professionals who manage foundations, accounting 

practices, marketing, consultants, insurance companies, and investment 

companies. A special class of management and workers will be 

developed that is capable of working within the foundation arena. 

(Embley 241, emphasis added) 

Although Embley projects the generation of this new "special class" as a fiiture 

development, such a group—^the group that I have labeled "SRPs"—was already in 
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existence when Embley's book was published. Indeed, this group continues today as the 

historical offspring of middle-class service professionals leading the calls for "social 

responsibility" during the Progressive Era one hundred years ago. There is, then, a 

systemic link between SRPs and SRC: the benefits that SRPs gain by being "socially 

responsible" consumers derive not only from the feeling of "good citizenship" that they 

buy when they pay their Working Assets bill, but also from the generation of jobs that 

require their skills and knowledge.^^ Barbara and John Ehrenreich write, "The interior life 

of the [professional] class is shaped by the problem of class reproduction. Unlike ruUng-

class occupations, PMC [professional-managerial class] occupations are never directly 

hereditary" (Ehrenreichs 29). SRC fortifies the social standing and power of SRPs as a 

group by helping to solve this problem of reproduction through the generation of SRP 

jobs. The practices of "socially responsible" consumption are, from this perspective, 

"win-win" for SRPs because they benefit in their fimction as workers as well as 

consumers. SRPs, then, would presumably benefit from a continued expansion of SRC in 

U.S. society. In the next section, I discuss indications that this expansion is already 

underway. 

Signs of a Fourth Shift: "Dine Out for America" and the "Civic Consumer" 

In Chapter 4,1 discussed three qualitative shifts that, in the past, altered the 

trajectory of the PC dialectic and, by extension, affected U.S. development: the 

Progressive Era appearance of public relations and its accompanying emphasis on the 

reputation of business, the post-WWII emphasis on the benefits of consumption, and the 
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"America; Open for Business" campaign in which he urged San Franciscans, in a 

message posted online on the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce's website, to go out 

to eat and spend money as a way of demonstrating national unity and patriotism 

(Mack).®^ Echoing the politicians, commercial marketing campaigns used images of 

flags and other national symbols to "inspire" consumers to purchase products or services. 

Fashion designer Betsey Johnson was reported as saying, "Don't feel bad. Don't feel 

scared. Buy that pair of shoes so you can look down at yovir feet and say these shoes 

helped a little bit." ("Patriotic Shopping"). One particular campaign, coordinated by 

several restaurant companies and dubbed "Dine Out for America," raised over eighteen 

million dollars for the American Red Cross Disaster Relief flmd by urging people to eat 

out on October 11, 2001, at participating restaurants. Over 7,000 restaurants pledged to 

send some portion of their revenues from that day to the 

Red Cross fiind ("Dine Out"). 

While the long-term effects of September 11 on 

U.S. attitudes toward citizenship and consumption have 

yet to be fully realized, I contend that this dramatic 

example of the invocation of politicized consumption as a 

response to national trauma demonstrates the growing 

influence of rhetoric that overtly represents consumption as civic action. What is 

particularly significant for this project is that the exigent calls for patriotic consumption 

rely on the same quotidian assumption discussed in Chapters 3 and 4—^that is, that 

consumer sovereignty is an accurate description of the power of the consumer-citizen to 

A FAKTMERSHIF Of THE II£S1AU]tA.NTS OT AMERICA. 
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consumer push for increased governmental regulation of business in the 60s and 70s. I 

also suggested that a fourth quaUtative is underway. This shift, which emphasizes the 

identity of the consumer as citizen, is signaled by a widening acceptance and use of 

rhetoric that equates citizenship and consumption. The invocation of the idea of "buyer 

power" in the political arena is one indication of the increasing 

tendency to define "good citizens" as "good consumers." 

Another effect of Working Assets' advertising and SRC rhetoric 

then, is its influence on people's notions of citizenship and 

consumption. Particularly evident, for example, in the national 

response to the events of September 11, 2001, politicians' use of 

SRC rhetoric signals that the same assumptions that undergird 

Working Assets' rhetoric are being effectively directed toward 

social groups other than SRPs. The act of consumption and the practice of citizenship 

were directly linked in speeches given by politicians who advised citizens to spend 

money to help bolster an economy disrupted by the attacks.^^ In a Meet the Press 

interview on September 17, 2001, reported online in the LA Times, Vice-President 

Cheney called on American citizens to express their patriotism by continuing their 

normal patterns of consumption. Cheney stated, "I would hope the American people 

would, in effect, stick their thumbs in the eye of the terrorists and say that they've got 

great confidence in the country, great confidence in our economy, and not let what's 

happened here in any way throw off their normal level of economic activity" (Gosselin 

and Vieth). San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown, in early October 2001, launched his 

AMERICA: 
OPEN FOR 
BUSINESS 



"make a difference" economically, socially, and politically. This shared reliance on the 

notion of consumer sovereignty has allowed politically disparate parties such as Working 

Assets and Vice-President Cheney to advocate very different social ideals using the same 

type of rhetoric. The common appropriation of the rallying cry of "buyer power" suggests 

that, although the equation of "good citizen" with "responsible consumer" is not yet 

entrenched in what Brummett calls the implicative level of rhetorical fimctions (that is, as 

unquestioned), it is gaining widening acceptance among various social groups. Other 

evidence of the citizenship/consvimption merger can be seen in nonprofits' use of 

economic terminology in their fimdraising campaigns. For example, one of the United 

Way's national campaigns features a picture of a baby in a diaper and the slogan, "Invest 

in her bottom line. Give to the United Way." This text is the mirror image of advertising 

presented by companies like Working Assets. While for-profit companies represent 

economic acts as good citizenship, slogans like this one demonstrate nonprofits' 

representation of civic acts as smart economic "investments." When businesses, 

politicians, and nonprofits with varying agendas increasingly draw on the same 

association of "responsible" consumption with citizenship, it indicates that this rhetorical 

strategy is fimctioning on the quotidian level of Brummett's continuum—^the level that he 

calls "common sense." In other words, the assumptions that underpin SRC rhetoric are 

widely enough accepted that they no longer have to be explicitly justified. As evidenced 

by Working Assets' continued growth and economic success, the emergence of nonprofit 

organizations like Co-Op America that promote SRC, and the expansion of SRC rhetoric 
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into the political arena, the widespread acceptance of politicized consumption points to a 

fourth qualitative shift in the dynamics of the PC dialectic. 

Working Assets is currently one of a relatively few companies whose advertising 

rhetoric associates consumption of its products/services with citizenship in overt terms. 

However, the recent national calls for "patriotic consumption" and the increasing use of 

more subtle SRC rhetoric by politicians, businesses, and nonprofits reveal a new phase in 

the PC dialectic. While the first three phases, as discussed in Chapter 4, focused on, 

respectively, the role of business, the role of consumption, and the role of government iq 

safeguarding consumers, in this fourth phase the dialectical tension is internalized within 

the identity of the consumer herself, as civic duty and economic exchange are merged 

into one activity.'*^ SRPs who are Working Assets' customers, for example, are now 

being told that their civic duty can be, at least partly, fulfilled through their patterns of 

consumption. As citizens, they must be "responsible" consumers and, as "responsible" 

consumers, they are therefore good citizens.^^ 

SRC rhetoric, as employed by business, politicians, and nonprofits, creates what I 

call the "civic consumer" identity—an identity in which sociopolitical duties are fiilfilled 

through economic means. Although SRC rhetoric may appear to introduce a "new" 

manifestation of politicized consumption, it is instead a shift in emphasis within this 

ongoing dialectic. The Progressive Era's emphasis on business practices, post-World 

War IPs emphasis on consumption, and the 1960s/70s consumer movement's emphasis 

on government-mandated consumer protection have evolved into a lifestyle embraced by 

many SRPs and increasing numbers of people in other social groups as well. I 
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demonstrated in Chapter 4 that Working Assets' rhetoric and the rhetoric of other 

organizations that promote SRC show the continuing influence of these three earlier 

shifts. Here, I am suggesting that, as part of this fourth shift, SRC rhetoric is redirecting 

the PC dialectic by situating the consumer as political and social agent.'^ What the PC 

dialectic has become (and is becoming) as a result of the "civic consumer" mentality can 

best be discussed by examining its effects in light of the ongoing development of 

contemporary U.S. post-Fordism. 

Probable Future: SRC and the Expansion of Post-Fordism 

"Potential," writes Oilman, "is the form in which the Mure exists inside the 

present" ("Why Dialectics?" 354). One of the most useful aspects of dialectical inquiry, 

as Marxists conceive it, is its ability to see within the present the seeds of the future. 

What, then, are the cvirrent effects of SRC rhetoric, the "civic consumer" mentality, and 

the broader dialectic of politicized consumption? And what do these effects reveal about 

how the PC dialectic might affect the fiature development of post-Fordism? 

From an economic standpoint, the broadening influence of the merger of 

citizenship and consumption more deeply entrenches the principles of capitalism and 

consximer culture by strengthening the link between the idea of "democracy" and the 

mechanism of consumer "choice." Phrases Uke "vote with your dollars" imply that the 

"one person, one vote" principle in a democratic political system is similar to the power 

that the "civic consumer" wields when she goes shopping.^^ The underlying assumption 

is that consumer sovereignty works through the "democracy" of the free market to ensure 
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that producers respond to consumers' needs and desires. As I have discussed throughout 

this dissertation, the idea of consvimer sovereignty not only contributes to the post-Fordist 

milieu of consumer culture, it is deeply embedded in the rhetoric of Working Assets and 

other organizations that promote SRC. The "civic consumer" is thus also depicted as the 

"sovereign consumer," as seen, for example, in the Center for the New American 

Dream's description of consumers w^ho are "pushing businesses, institutions and 

governments to provide products that make sense for the planet AND the bottom line" 

("The New Dream"). 

Dr. Mark Perry, professor in Economics at the University of Michigan-Flint, 

writes, in an article defending the efficacy of consumer sovereignty: "In a market 

economy, it is consumers, not businesses, who ultimately make all of the decisions. 

When they vote in the marketplace with their dollars, consumers decide which products, 

businesses, and industries survive—and which ones fail." Capitalism is assumed to be a 

"democratic" system in which "voters" exercise considerable control over the price and 

availability of goods through what Adam Smith called the "invisible hand" of the free 

market.''^ When Working Assets tells its customers that "Your buying decisions and 

feedback can have a profound impact," the company is relying on and reinforcing the 

notion of consumer sovereignty. SRC rhetoric, by drawing on the assumption of "buyer 

power," has the potential, then, to more firmly cement this faith in consumer sovereignty 

(and, by extension, the "democracy" of the "free market") by positioning consumption as 

an opportunity to not only influence the marketplace, but the shape of society as well. 
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Another significant effect of SRC rhetoric is its impact on the cultural meaning of 

the commodity. Through SRC rhetoric, the commodity, as the visible symbol of 

consumer-citizen choice, becomes (selectively) politicized. As I discussed in Chapter 4, 

for example, the emerging movement toward the standardization of SRC, demonstrated 

through the work of organizations such as Trans Fair, directs the consumer's attention 

toward the social and political conditions of production and consumption by "branding" 

commodities as "fair trade-certified" or products of "sweatshop labor." Although the 

commodity is always already political, in capitalism, its political nature has traditionally 

been removed: 

Commodities are [...] objects from which all history has been erased. 

Social labour, the conditions of production, the social relations of 

production; none of these social facts is evident in the commodity as it 

appears in the market-place. (Lee 175) 

One of the most potentially transformative implications of SRC rhetoric is the way in 

which it can "rewrite" the commodity with a carefully selected "history." A company like 

Working Assets gives the commodity political meaning through associating its purchase 

with the advancement of social progress. The rhetoric of other "socially responsible" 

organizations, however, seen in phrases like "not tested on animals," "organic," "contains 

no GMOs," "fair-trade certified," introduces issues of commodity production into the 

cultural meaning of the commodity itself Although the "history" that is presented is 

generally selected to represent the company/product in a positive light, the reintroduction 

of any part of a commodity's history might potentially open up the larger political 
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economy of commodity production/consumption for examination. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, the work of nonprofit organizations like Co-Op America's further opens this 

commodity history by reminding consumers that their purchasing choices can have 

negative consequences as well as positive ones: "Every time you make a purchase, the 

money that leaves your hands goes to work. Too often, this means your dollars exploit 

workers here and abroad, abandon hard-hit communities and dump toxins into our 

environment." If "civic consumers" begin to consider the as-yet imtold histories of the 

commodities they buy, there is the potential that more destructive aspects of commodity 

production, as well as the tidy, well-packaged versions of a commodity's making, might 

become the object of consumer interest.^^ 

This possible future reveals the growing strategic importance of independent 

nonprofit organization that act as "watchdogs" on commercial practices. In the fiiture, if 

current trends continue, nonprofit organizations like Co-op America and the Center for 

the New American Dream wUl multiply to fill this information gap and provide their 

versions of commodity "history" for consumers' consideration. As demonstrated in 

Chapter 4, while the advertising of Working Assets and other for-profit companies 

generally represent only the consumption of their own products/services as social or 

political action, nonprofit watchdog organizations politicize the general practice of 

consumption and the commodity itself, further exposing the always akeady political and 

social effects of consumption by urging consumers to consider the consequences of all of 

their purchasing choices, rather than focusing on only one particular purchase. These 
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in other words, adopt the "civic consumer" mentality. 

If "civic consumers" pay attention to the commodity histories that groups like 

Trans Fair tell and then act collectively to pressure "irresponsible" companies to stop 

unethical practices such as child labor and forced overtime, then, potentially, the practice 

of "socially responsible" consiimption may serve to curtail some of the more harmful 

effects of capitalism.'^ There are, however, many "ifs" in this "possible future" including 

the unknown factor of whether "independent" nonprofit organizations really can provide 

the level of information necessary for consumers to judge a company's "social 

responsibility," the considerable challenges of getting consumers to pay attention to this 

information and then act on it, and the long-term problem of sustaining consumer interest 

and action over the long term.'' 

Politically, the current trend toward the expansion of SRC suggests it will fiiel the 

"privatization" of citizenship, including the "outsourcing" of citizen action through, for 

example, programs like Working Assets' CitizenLetters and the Flash Activist Network. 

Companies like Working Assets offer the opportunity to perform citizen responsibilities 

through acts of consiunption, a practice that, potentially, will give even more political 

power to the wealthy. Currently, the wealthy already exercise disproportionate influence 

as seen, for example, in the leveraging of political donations and appointments to 

government positions. The poor, meanwhile, cannot afford the generally higher prices of 

"socially responsible" goods, much less the expense of paying someone else to be their 

political voice. SRC rhetoric, by relying on the notion of consumer sovereignty, equates 
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you can exercise. 

In turn, SRC will also enhance the political power and moral credibility of 

private, for-profit companies. Working Assets, as I argued in Chapter 3, represents itself 

as a political action community and a leader in the movement for social progress: 

"Throughout 2002, you can rest assured that Working Assets will not back down." 

Through strategies like this, along with the continuing influence of the "socially 

responsible" company movement, SRC rhetoric positions for-profit companies as the 

mediators of "civic consumers'" buyer power. And, as for-profit companies increasingly 

act as the flannel of money and resoiirces to designated nonprofits, they will also 

increasingly control which nonprofits are funded. While Working Assets allows its 

customers to nominate nonprofits for consideration to receive donations, for example, the 

final decision of which organizations meet the company's criteria and which ones will 

receive donations rests with Working Assets. 

In addition, the site of struggle, which in the consumer movement of the 60s and 

70s remained largely in the political arena (with consumer advocates lobbying for 

legislation that protected consumers), will continue to shift toward the commercial arena, 

with businesses and consumers alike acting through economic means to pursue 

sociopolitical goals. In 1989, a writer for The Futurist described the emergence of this 

shift: 

When Action for Corporate Accountability, an activist nongovernmental 

organization, wants the World Health Organization (WHO) code on 
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breast-milk substitutes adhered to in the Third World, it no longer spends 

its energy lobbying WHO: It cranks up a boycott of Nestle products. Or 

when the Rainforest Action Network wants fast-food companies to stop 

buying beef raised on grazing grounds that were once Central American 

rain forests, it doesn't lobby Central American governments or Congress: 

It leads a boycott of Burger King. (Pagan 13)'^ 

This shift in the site of struggle introduces an extremely volatile element into the process 

of social change, making it more dependent on the whims both of private corporations 

(that can choose from many options when deciding how—or if—^to respond to consumer 

pressure) and of consumers, whose interest in and motivation to act on social or political 

issues often waxes and wanes in tandem with media attention, economic stability, and 

international affairs.'^ If this trend continues, the power of U.S. government to steer 

social development will be diminished as "civic consumers" expect less from government 

and look increasingly to for-profit companies such as Working Assets to "give money to 

charities, protect the environment, and help solve social problems in their communities— 

in other words, to act in socially responsive ways" (Mohr 48).^" 

One of SRC rhetoric's important social implications is the redefinition of 

advertising's role as "public" forum for debate over social issues. Serra A. Tinic, in an 

influential article titled "United Colors and Untied Meanings: Benetton and the 

Commodification of Social Issues," writes that one of the recent developments in 

advertising is the way in which "a new generation of corporate leaders and advertising 

professionals have reconceptualized the role of advertising into a political forum" (4). In 
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her article, Tinic studies the controversy surrounding notorious Benetton ads that do not 

include any depiction of Benetton's product (trendy clothing), but rather present stark 

photos of people dying with AIDS, interracial relationships, and political violence. While 

Benetton is atypical in its ad campaigns, Tinic's work raises important questions about 

how "the significance of cultural problems is perceived to be minimized or tainted by 

their association with the realm of commerce. The implication is that advertising 

transforms culture into currency, and, thus, devalues social experience in a manner 

dissimilar to other forms of mass media" (5). This same issue might be raised in relation 

to Working Assets' ads and other examples of SRC rhetoric: will the growing use of 

advertising for political and social purposes heighten the public's awareness of social and 

political issues, or will it instead increase the public's skepticism of such advertising as a 

"marketing gimmick"? As seen in this project, the current trend toward advertising that is 

linked to social or political causes indicates that one potential future of SRC rhetoric is 

that advertising will take on even more influence as a pseudo-"public" forum for social 

debate. 

In this fourth qualitative shift, then, SRC rhetoric and the politicization of 

consumption exacerbate the three primary characteristics of post-Fordism: the 

ascendance of consumer culture, withdrawal from the traditional political sphere, and the 

increasing influence of mass media. Companies like Working Assets and other 

organizations that employ the rhetoric of "socially responsible" shopping cannot be seen, 

then, as a surprising "new" social phenomena, but must be viewed as flowing from (and 

contributing to) post-Fordist social conditions. However, up to this point I have focused 
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on the current effects and probable future trends if SRC continues unchallenged. It is 

important to briefly address evidence that SRC rhetoric, while its usage is expanding, is 

not always unquestioningly accepted by consumers. 

Continuing Instability; Public Skepticism and the "Behavior Gap" 

If, as I argued in Chapter 3, SRC rhetoric functions largely on the quotidian level, 

then the possibility exists that it may be challenged and pushed back toward the exigent 

level. Brummett notes this possibility when he writes that quotidian rhetoric is 

particularly "unstable" because, meanings functioning at this level are "constantly 

threatening to become either more problematic or even more foundational and 

unexamined" (43). One indicator of the continuing instability of the PC dialectic is a 

current of underlying public skepticism toward SRC and corporate "social 

responsibility." While a comparison of empirical studies of consumer behavior shows a 

wide range of results as to whether consumers are shopping more "responsibly," there is 

a common agreement that most people say they support "socially responsible" shopping 

(cf. Creyer and Ross, Dahl and Lavack, Folks and Kamins, Ross et al.. Smith, Webb and 

Mohr). However, some research suggests that, despite people's verbal support of SRC, 

some remain skeptical of its effects, both in terms of business's motivation and the power 

of SRC to achieve significant social progress. In a study recently reported in the Journal 

of Consumer Studies, over half of the respondents stated that, when companies follow 

"socially responsible" practices, it is primarily because of self-interest rather than for 

philanthropic reasons. There is, then, a public recognition that while companies like 
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Working Assets claim to be out to "save the world," they are also in the business of 

making a profit. Interestingly, some companies appropriate this skepticism in their 

advertising. The Kelty ad discussed in Chapter 4, for example, states that when a person 

buys a Kelty child carrier, she is saving the world "maybe just a little." This tacit 

acknowledgement of the exaggerated nature of the claim that buying a child carrier can 

"save the world" demonstrates business's recognition that people's verbal support for 

SRC conceals an underlying questioning of its efficacy. 

This skepticism is, in part, reflected in a "behavior gap" noted by researchers 

investigating consumer behavior in response to SRC rhetoric. The Journal of Consumer 

Affairs article cited previously calls attention to this "behavior gap" between the 

participants' responses to what they say about SRC and what they actually do. In the 

following passage, researchers discuss participants' comments regarding what they 

believe are the effects of "socially responsible" business practices on companies: 

Most respondents expressed the belief that being socially responsible 

ultimately pays off for companies, and they think that many companies 

know this. For example, the major reason given for why companies do 

socially responsible things is to get or keep a positive image, thereby 

increasing sales. On the negative side, socially irresponsible companies 

are seen as being punished by the market. That is, they will lose customers 

and may even go out of business. These beliefs are expressed by most 

respondents, including those who say that their own purchasing is not 

affected much, if at all, by CSR [corporate social responsibility]. Several 



even stated that they do not believe that their purchase decisions could 

have an impact on corporate behavior. On the other hand, those 

respondents for whom CSR is important do believe their purchase 

decisions can impact the social behavior of companies. 

Interestingly, the respondents who do not practice SRCB [socially 

responsible consumer behavior] did not explicitly recognize the paradox 

that the invisible hand cannot work in relation to CSR if consumers do not 

use this as a purchase criterion. Because there were no interview questions 

about this issue, the researchers were left wondering about the reasons for 

the contradiction. (Mohr 48) 

While the researchers in this study were left puzzling about the contradiction, seen from a 

dialectical perspective this behavior gap confirms the struggle that is being waged 

concerning the legitimacy of SRC. Using Brummett's continuum of rhetoric to map 

where this dialectical struggle is taking place on the level of rhetorical meanings, it is 

evident that, given the widespread verbal acceptance of SRC, the exigent debate 

regarding its acceptance is largely over (for the moment)—^that is, most people accept the 

idea of SRC as "common sense." However, as the researchers note, there is a gap 

between this verbal acceptance and actual purchasing behavior. The tenets of SRC, then, 

have not reached the implicative level of serving as the largely unquestioned foundation 

for everyday behavior. Although both for-profit and nonprofit organizations like Working 

Assets and Co-Op America promote the efficacy of SRC through touting its benefits, 



consumers—^while agreeing in general with this representation of SRC's effects— 

continue to waver when it comes to "putting their money where their mouth is." 

This "hovering" of SRC between open criticism and unquestioned acceptance 

opens a gap for action that critical scholars can exploit for the pvirpose critiquing 

capitalism and consumer culture. Tinic, in the article quoted earlier in this chapter, points 

to this gap: 

But is this ["socially responsible" advertising] the mere co-opting of a 

social movement, as the mass culture theorists might argue? Is it truly a 

new way to reconcile social goals and capitalist aims through a pervasive 

and influential medium? (21) 

In dialectical fashion, Tinic answers, "Perhaps it is both." This too, is my cautious 

response to the possible future of the SRC rhetoric. While the linking of social goals to 

profit generation has little or no potential to subvert capitalism (because it, in fact, relies 

on the tenets of capitalism to work), the potential for "civic consumers" to be frequently 

confronted with the politics of consumption through the medium of advertising offers 

potential avenues of action for those who, in Brummett's terms, seek to raise to the 

exigent level the politics of consumption. 

Praxis and SRC: Exploiting the Potential 

Praxis: "consciously chosen, transformative activity grounded in and 

reflective of a particular worldview" (Kovel "Dialectic as Praxis") 
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In Chapter 2,1 referred to rhetoric and dialectical inquiry as the two "legs" of 

praxis. This dissertation, as both a moment of inquiry and a rhetorical act, is one instance 

of praxis. My conclusions suggest that SRC rhetoric and the broader dialectic of 

politicized consumption are rich sites for the ongoing praxis of critical rhetorical analysis, 

both because of the continuing instability of the dialectic and because of its expanding 

influence within post-Fordist U.S. culture. Critical scholarship can serve as the 

foundation for discussion in the academy and as the springboard for more public kinds of 

rhetoric that use the mass media to raise questions about the consequences of SRC and 

consumer culture. Based on the conclusions of this project, I contend there are two 

characteristics of SRC that, while they do not present a systemic challenge to capitalism, 

suggest ways that SRC may be exploited in order to expose the contradictions of 

capitalism. 

One opportunity for critique stems from, as discussed previously, the tendency of 

SRC rhetoric to politicize consumption through linking consumption to sociopolitical 

effects and through the presentation of certain sociopolitical aspects of commodity 

production/consumption. Unlike traditional advertising, SRC rhetoric promotes 

consumption by touting its social and political effects. As demonstrated in Chapters 3 and 

4, companies like Working Assets associate "responsible" consumption with civic action. 

This overt politicization of consumption foregrounds the economic arena (and the 

commodity itself) as a site of social and political struggle. Although it weakens the 

political arena, this characteristic may be exploited to increase people's awareness of the 

politics of economic exchange. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the reintroduction of 
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a limited commodity history—through the use of rhetoric in advertising/labeling that 

points to various commodity characteristics ("organic," "not tested on animals," "fair-

trade certified")—introduces the question of how commodities are produced, exchanged, 

and consumed as part of the commodity's cultural meaning. The rhetoric of a 

commodity's history can be either positive, as when it is presented by a producer of "fair 

trade-certified" coffee, for example, or negative, such as reports presented by "watchdog" 

organizations like Co-Op America. The highly publicized campaign against and boycott 

of Nike by the watchdog organization United Students Against Sweatshops, for example, 

was a first introduction for many people to the concept of "sweatshop labor" and—while 

its efficacy in eliminating sweatshop labor fi-om Nike's operations may be questionable— 

the campaign politicized the manufacture of athletic shoes (and, by, extension, the shoe 

itself in a way that exposed some of the vast inequities of capitalist production. This 

example demonstrates ways that SRC rhetoric, as it both responds to and fiiels consumer 

attention to business practices, provides an opening for critical rhetorical analysis.^' 

One of the effects of politicized consumption that offers a second opportunity for 

praxis relates to its challenging of traditional U.S. individualism. SRC rhetoric raises 

questions about the shared consequences of our actions and about our responsibility to 

each other and the environment ("did you know you an also make a difference in the lives 

of our nation's children when you go shopping?"). Through its cause-and-effect argument 

("if you buy/do not buy commodity A, then result B will occur"), SRC rhetoric 

emphasizes the idea that the economic practices of organizations and individuals directly 

affect other people in our society and our world. Although current SRC rhetoric generally 
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presents an overly optimistic view of "buyer powder" (and, when presented by companies 

like Working Assets, a unquestioningly positive view of the effects of consumption), it 

nevertheless relies on the concept of linked, interconnected world—^the consumer is told 

that her purchasing choices have widespread consequences. 

These two characteristics are not part of the explicit rationale of SRC—^that is, 

that through the influence of "buyer power" social development will be steered in a 

desirable direction by increased corporate philanthropy and growing pressure on 

companies to act in "responsible" ways. Nonetheless, they expose opportunities for 

critical rhetorical analysis by revealing the social, political, and economic effects of 

consumption and by challenging the notion that the priority of the individual is somehow 

separate from and more important than the collective good of society. I am not suggesting 

that SRC rhetoric, as it is presented by companies like Working Assets, will inevitably 

lead to the widespread awareness of the politics of consumption, but that it offers the 

opportunity for rhetoricians and cultural critics to exploit its potential by exposing a 

"chink in the armor" of capitalism. Scholars and activists can further expose the politics 

of consumption by raising to the exigent level the contradictions of SRC, by pointing to 

specific tensions that call into question companies like Working Assets' claims that 

talking on the phone can save the world and linking these tensions to larger systemic 

contradictions. In addition, my intention is not to say that systemic change will be 

achieved through the "socially responsible" shopping of groups of committed "civic 

consumers." However, if the exploitation of SRC through critical scholarship as 

"consciously chosen, transformative" action can—^in both rhetorical and material ways— 
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participate in and influence the outcome of the PC dialectic, then, to return to the diagram 

from Chapter 4, present conditions may shift along the x-axis in such a way that will 

open up a more humane range of "possible futures" and, eventually, the opportunity to 

challenge capitalism in more direct ways. 

Rhetoric and Dialectic: Two Legs Walking 

This project is a necessarily limited examination of SRC and the politicization of 

consumption—^further research is required to consider the relation of the PC dialectic to 

other dialectical processes—for example, the environmental movement, globalization, 

and technological advancement. In addition, key notions that support SRC such as 

consumer sovereignty need to be analyzed in greater detail. There is also difficult but 

important work to be done examining the significance of the implicative level of 

rhetorical meaning, such as how the unquestioned acceptance of consumption as a way of 

life underpins both exigent and quotidian meanings in SRC rhetoric. Finally, the pivotal 

question of what constitutes meaningful social and political action within the milieu of 

consumer culture is one that must be addressed at length in order to imagine useful 

avenues of praxis that will challenge the inequities of post-Fordist capitalism. 

However, despite this project's limitations, I would like to suggest that it supports 

the usefiilness of approaching rhetorical analysis through a dialectical lens. The approach 

that I have used in this project, combining Brummett's continuum of rhetorical fimctions 

with a Marxist approach to dialectical inquiry, offers rich opportunities for rhetoricians. 

Brummett's work, through its elucidation of the multiple levels on which rhetoric 
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functions (exigent, quotidian, and implicative) encourages rhetoricians to examine more 

than the "surface meaning" of a text by analyzing multiple levels of meaning that 

function simultaneously in a text. The continuum also, by calling attention to the 

potential for rhetoric to move back and forth along the continuum over time, 

demonstrates how rhetoric can both challenge and reinforce cultural norms. For example, 

exigent rhetoric raises questions of meaning for immediate action and thus offers the 

opportimity to challenge existing social beliefs. Quotidian rhetoric underpins the exigent 

function and can merge multiple and contradictory cultural meanings into a seemingly 

coherent text, thus reinforcing current cultviral ideas about what is "common sense." As 

demonstrated in this project, examining the relation between exigent and quotidian 

rhetoric shows how a company like Working Assets can challenge existing social beliefs 

by presenting itself and its customers as a political action "community" while—on the 

quotidian level—^relying on and simultaneously reinforcing the notion of consumer 

sovereignty. 

What Brummet's continuum is less suited for is examining how these multiple 

meanings relate to each other—^thus, there is the need for a dialectical framework. 

Dialectical inquiry, as espoused by Marxist scholars such as Bertell Oilman, moves 

Brummet's two-dimensional rhetorical continuum into the four dimensions of space-time 

by bringing into focus the ways that multiple, contradictory meanings reveal a rhetorical 

moment's past, foreshadow its possible fiitures, and situate its present existence within a 

broader social context. Most importantly, dialectical inquiry foregrounds the role of 

contradiction as "the root of all movement and vitality" (Hegel 439). Thus, dialectical 
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inquiry links the contradictions inherent in specific rhetorical moments—in this project, 

Working Assets' advertising—^to the larger process of social transformation and suggests 

that, although this process inevitable (and often much more gradual than we expect), it is 

not predetermined. When the two "legs" of rhetorical analysis and dialectical inquiry 

walk together, critical scholarship can point to the possible fiitures of dialectical 

processes that comprise society and thus, as Oilman writes, "'liberate' potential to play 

its essential role in helping to liberate us" ("Why Dialectics?" 354) 



NOTES 

' Working Assets, MoveOn.org, True Majority, and the Win Without War coalition 

recently combined elforts to campaign against President Bush's request for $87 billion 

for operations in Iraq. 

^ For other scholars' use of this term, see, for example, Bente Halkier's 1999 article, 

"Consequences of the Politicization of Consumption: The Example of Environmentally 

Friendly Consumption Practices" in the Journal of Environmental Policy and Planning 

Vol. 1 (1) and Dana Frank's 1991 article, "'Food Wins All Struggles': Seattle Labor and 

the Politicization of Consumption," Radical Historical Review, no. 51 (Fall 1991); 65-

90. 

^ My initial definition of consumption is fairly standard: the procurement/use of 

commodities. However, in this project I discuss ways that this definition is complicated 

by consumption's social and political meanings as evidenced by the rhetorical practices 

of organizations such as Working Assets. 

Both of these irames—Marxist dialectical inquiry and post-Fordism—^necessarily draw 

to the foreiront certain analytical foci, for example, the role of contradiction and 

consumer culture, while precluding other potentially usefiil foci. My purpose in choosing 

these fi-ames is not to suggest they are the only way to study Working Assets' rhetoric, 

but to use them to study specific questions about ambiguous meanings embedded in the 

company's marketing texts. 

^ For ease of use, I use the label "PC dialectic" throughout the dissertation to refer to the 

dialectical process of the "politicization of consumption." 



^ From a theoretical standpoint, the commodity is always already political. But, in this 

project, I am concerned with how marketing rhetoric presents its commodity and how the 

emergence of advertising that sells consumption as social action constructs this 

sociopolitical meaning as part of the commodity's identity. 

' It's important to note that the term "post-Fordism" is used to refer to social, economic 

and political conditions that are still evolving—^my use of the term is not intended as a 

static descriptor, but rather as a metaphor for the ongoing restructuring of capitalism in 

the contemporary U.S. Like all metaphors, post-Fordism is an intellectual construct that 

allows me to focus on particular characteristics of the texts being studied, while 

precluding discussion of other characteristics. 

^ A more thorough discussion of the historical and social context behind Working 

Assets' success would also need to include factors such as the role of information 

technology and the growth of the environmental movement. 

^ See, for example, Don Slater's Consumer Culture and Modernity and The Culture of 

Consumption, edited by Richard Wightman Fox and T.J. Jackson Lears. 

One might make the argument that, almost 50 years later. Working Assets, and 

companies like it, are capitalizing on one possible solution to this problem. Working 

Assets' rhetoric establishes a basis for "moral consumption" by associating consumption 

of its products and services with a social benefit. 

Note here that Lewis and Bridger's reference to the ways we "talk and think of each 

other and ourselves" points directly to the role of rhetoric in fostering a culture of 

consumption. 



This narrative is typified by descriptions of the "democratic" influence of the Web: 

"By providing efficient, integrated global data connections, telecommunications 

companies now offer voters the ultimate shopping experience: shopping for better 

government.. .In the past you had to vote with your feet. Now you can vote with your 

modem, too. The Web supplies an instant global storefront" (qtd. in Calabrese and 

Burgelman 5). 

The juxtaposition of the economic and political in the term "consumer sovereignty" is 

one indication of the larger dialectic that inhabits this rhetoric. The use of this term in 

post-Fordist consumer culture associates the demonstration of political power with an 

economic transaction (consumption), thereby allowing companies such as Working 

Assets to represent "socially responsible" consumption as a form of citizenship. 

A description of the historical development characterized in this linear fashion does 

not accurately reflect the more chaotic, less stable movement of specific companies, but 

this characterization is useful primarily because it demonstrates both the increased need 

for companies to represent themselves as "socially responsible," and the accompanying 

blurring of public perceptions of the roles of the active citizen and the "socially 

responsible" consumer. 

Working Assets, as I argue in Chapter 3, aggressively represents itself as much more 

than a "socially responsible" business—its rhetoric presents the image of a business that 

exists primarily to serve a social rather than economic purpose as attested to by its slogan, 

"Making it easy to make a difference." 
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This phrase serves as the title for Lawrence Embley's book about the usefulness of 

championing nonprofit causes as part of marketing campaigns. It succinctly summarizes 

the rhetoric of "socially responsible" business. 

It should be noted that it is possible to use both of these terms within the same 

fi-amework. The professional class, because of its highly heterogeneous nature, might 

easily include both a "new working class" and "new bourgeoisie." 

This emphasis on education, as the professional class's most powerful means of 

reproducing itself, has remained central to its identity up to the present day. Because 

education, rather than wealth, is seen as The Ticket to economic and social success for 

the professional class, "no other class in society values education as highly" (Hodges 

177). 

Brooks uses the term "bourgeois bohemians," or "bobos," as a label to reflect his 

interpretation of ttiis group's historical roots: "bourgeois" to refer to this group's 

economic success as middle to upper-middle class professionals, and "bohemian" to refer 

to the group's "antiestablishment" attitudes. 

"Between Labor and Capital" is the title of a collection of essays edited by Pat Walker 

in which Marxist scholars discuss the definition and fiinction of the professional class. 

Although this project is a rhetorical analysis, Marxist dialectical inquiry can be used as 

a theoretical approach for studying a variety of social phenomena. Thus, although this 

discussion will be specifically concerned with the application of Marxist dialectical 

inquiry to rhetorical analysis, it will also provide, in general terms, an outline of Marxist 

dialectical inquiry usefiil for research other than rhetorical analysis. It is important to 
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reiterate that, as a theoretical framework, Marxist dialectical inquiry is a rhetorical choice 

that, both in its epistemology and its ontology, privileges certain concepts such as 

contradiction for the pvirpose of studying the world in a certain way. As with any 

theoretical lens, this rhetorical choice is generative in certain respects, in that it provides a 

starting point for analysis, but limited in others, because it necessarily excludes other 

possible modes of analysis. 

I use the term "dialectical inquiry" in this project to refer to an epistemological stance 

that relies on an ontology of dialectic, that is, a description of the world as fimdamentally 

dialectical. This stance, like aU epistemologies, is necessarily rhetorical. As I will discuss 

later, one of the characteristics of a Marxist approach to dialectical inquiry is a 

recognition of the contingency of the intellectual constructs that are used for analysis. 

While the history of dialectic is complex and far from settled, my purpose in this chapter 

is to establish the theoretical and methodological groimd for this project, and so this 

discussion of Marxist dialectical inquiry will be confined to the concepts most relevant 

for this study. For a more in-depth discussion of the Marxist approach to dialectical 

inquiry, see Oilman's Dialectical Investigations, Harvey's Nature, and the 

Geography of Difference, or Levins and Lewontin's The Dialectical Biologist. 

Hegel, perhaps the philosopher most often associated with dialectic and also one who 

argued that dialectic was ontological (as well as epistemological), acknowledged his 

philosophical debt to Heraclitus in the Lectures on the Philosophy of History: "there is 

no proposition of Heraclitus that I have not adopted in my Logic." (279). 
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"Negation," as I understand it, is Hegel's term (and also Marx's) for the process by 

which something becomes something else^—^that is, the constant becoming that means 

nothing is really the same from moment to moment. That which existed a moment ago 

has been altered by its interaction with other elements, even if ever so slightly, and so has 

been negated. "Negation" is the eternal shuffle of being that is simultaneously becoming. 

In order to define the scope of my project in terms consistent with a Marxist dialectical 

inquiry, from this point on I will refer to the object of this study as a "moment," a term 

that is used by contemporary Marxists such as BerteU Oilman to emphasize the historicity 

of social artifacts. 

My use of the term "moment" differs from Hegel's. While Hegel uses the term 

"moment" to describe a "side" of the contradiction, I use the term to describe the site of 

the contradiction. 

As I will discuss in a later section, contemporary Marxist scholars complicate this 

understanding of the relationship between mind and matter. 

In the next section, I discuss how some modem Marxist scholars complicate Marx's 

notion of the material world as "real" by recognizing the contingency of any theoretical 

framework. 

It should be noted that the traditional Marxist definition of dialectic is generally based 

on the writings of Engels, especially his work in Anti-Duhring, in the absence of any 

extended explicit discussion of dialectic by Marx himself 
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A particular rhetorician I know—^who also espouses dialectical inquiry—^when asked 

what he thought was the goal of rhetorical scholarship/teaching, said, "To keep things 

moving." 

The writer here humbly requests that the readers bear this in mind as they read this 

dissertation. 

In Chapter 3,1 draw primarily on two categories, the interpenetration of opposites and 

contradiction, to study specific internal tensions in Working Assets' rhetoric. In Chapter 

4, in which I will broaden the scope of analysis out Irom Working Assets' texts to a 

variety of texts in mainstream culture that reflect similar representations of "socially 

responsible" consumption, I use the other two categories, identity/difference and 

quality/quantity, to contrast/compare texts that promote "socially responsible" 

consumption. 

It's important to note that, while the word "levels" implies discrete boundaries 

between these three functions of rhetoric, Brummett locates these functions on a 

continuum, so the shift from, for example, the exigent to quotidian function, is not a 

discernible transition bur rather a gradual and fluid movement. 

As for the implicative level of rhetoric, all of the texts studied in this project rely on 

the implicative ideas that; 1) social progress is achievable and human beings can 

consciously contribute to that progress; and 2) consumption is inevitable. 

Because Working Assets is a privately held company and alternative information is 

mostly unavailable, my description of the company's background is largely based on 

information that the company provides in its press kit and on its website. This history. 
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then, must be recognized as the story that the company tells about itself. Calling attention 

to this point here helps set the stage for the later sections, in which the stories that the 

Working Assets tells about itself and its customers are more closely examined. 

The 2002 Fact Sheet included with the company's press kit lists Working Assets' 

donations according to the following criteria: 

• for long distance service, 1% of Working Assets' revenue is donated 

• for wireless service, 1% of a customer's monthly charges is donated 

• for the Working Assets credit card, $0.10 is donated every time a customer makes 

a purchase. 

In addition, customers can round up their service payment and that extra amount will 

be donated to Working Assets' approved list of nonprofit organizations. 

Working Assets' policy regarding the nomination of nonprofit organizations to receive 

donations is an interesting combination of customer input and Working Assets' 

evaluation. A customer can send in the name of a nonprofit organization to Working 

Assets for consideration according to the company's criteria. According to the criteria, 

the organization must: 

• fall into one of five specific categories: civil rights, peace and international 

fi-eedom, environment, education and fi-eedom of expression, economic and social 

justice 

• be in operation for at least a year 

• have a national or international focus 
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• not be focused on a strictly local issue, specific disease or affiliated with a 

specific religious denomination. 

The organization is then evaluated by an "independent foundation" for "effectiveness" 

before approval by Working Assets' employees and the board of directors. At the end of 

the year, Working Assets customers on the percentage of the total donation amount that 

each approved nonprofit should receive. 

CitizenLetters are "low-cost, well-argued advocacy letter[s]" that Working Assets will 

send in a customer's name in response to a political or social issue that is highlighted 

each month in the customer's service biU. The Flash Activist Network (FAN) is a "rapid 

response program" that gives Working Assets customers information on current political 

issues through phone, fax, or email. "For a low monthly fee, FAN members can influence 

public policy before it's too late" ("Mission, Donations, and Activism"). 

I have reprinted the titles of the various websites, WorkingForChange, 

ShopForChange and ActForChange, in the same manner as they are used on the websites 

and in printed materials. 

While the question of "what" Working Assets is concerns the contradictory 

representations of its economic imperatives and sociopolitical goals, the question of 

"who" Working Assets is involves examining the ways that Working Assets defines itself 

as a "community." Both of these questions are discussed in this chapter. 

By law, corporations are legally considered to be "artificial persons," and as such are 

awarded various rights and responsibilities. Most states follow the Model Business 

Corporation Act or the Revised Model Business Corporation Act, which specifies that, as 



"artificial persons," corporations are awarded certain constitutional rights, such as equal 

protection, access to the courts, due process, fi-eedom from unreasonable search and 

seizure, and freedom of speech; however, unlike individuals ("natural persons"), 

corporations do not have the fiiU protection of the Constitution's privileges and 

immunities clause. 

Working Assets recruitment strategy is simple—get ciurent customers to "spread the 

word." The company rarely advertises through traditional marketing media and instead 

relies on word-of-mouth to gain new customers. This strategy works because current 

customers are most likely to tell only people who they believe will agree with and 

support Working Assets' social and political agenda, and so Working Assets does not 

waste time on attempting to reach people who would not agree with its philosophy. 

Part of the answer to this question may stem from the nature of Working Assets' 

products and services. Long distance and wireless phone service, as well as the 

company's credit card, are commodities that appear to use fewer tangible resources than 

other commodities and so their environmental effects are less apparent. 

Working Assets is carefiil to provide a disclaimer for its Responsible Shopper 

database: "Inclusion of any merchant is not an endorsement of that company's practices 

or products" ("Responsible Shopper"). 

Oilman, in this passage, is referring to the tendency of ideology to mask contradiction. 

Since 1 interpret Brummett's description of quotidian rhetoric's appropriation of common 

cultural ideas as a function of ideology, I have linked Oilman's description of the 
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functioning of ideology to Brvunmett's description of the fimctioning of quotidian 

rhetoric. 

^ While the identity of the "you" in the texts is consistent (as described in the "Who Do 

They Say You Are" section of this chapter), the "we" in the texts appears to represent at 

least three different groups: 

• Working Assets as a company (see Text 32) 

• The Working Assets community (employees and customers) (see Text 40) 

• A larger community of social progressives (see Text 37). 

The 20% savings is based on the cost of CitizenLetters that customers select on a 

month-to-month basis ($3 for one letter, $2.25 for two or more) as opposed to subscribing 

to the Automatic CitizenLetter service. 

Both exigent and quotidian rhetoric are, in turn, supported by implicative rhetoric. In 

this project, I am primarily concerned with the relationship between exigent and 

quotidian rhetoric. 

By moving from the specific moment of Working Assets' rhetoric outward to a 

broader view of the rhetoric of "socially responsible" consumption, I can begin the 

transition from the "moment of inquiry" to the "moment of reconstruction" as described 

in Chapter 2. In this chapter, I relate the specific example of Working Assets' rhetoric to 

the broader spectrum of the rhetoric of "socially responsible" consumption. In the 

concluding chapter, I situate Working Assets and the rhetoric of "socially responsible" 

consumption within the larger dialectic of the politicization of consumption as it 

contributes to the development of contemporary U.S. post-Fordism. 



The lirst two categories, interpenetration of opposites and contradiction, were the basis 

of my analysis of Working Assets' rhetoric in the previous chapter. 

Chapter 3, then, was a study of point (or moment) E, Working Assets' rhetoric. 

Although, as American studies scholar Dana Frank points out in Buy American: The 

Untold Story of American Nationalism, the union campaigns in the 1970s were a 

resurgence in a long history of "Buy American" campaigns, ranging all the way back to 

the Boston Tea Party. 

Not surprisingly, these efforts arose in the Progressive Era. For example, one of the 

earliest known consumer groups, the National Consumer League, was founded in 1899 

(Basso 384). 

As I mentioned in Chapter 3, corporations are legally regarded as "artificial persons" 

and as such are awarded many of the same rights as individual citizens as well as being 

held accoimtable for many of the same responsibilities as individual citizens, such as 

paying taxes and obeying zoning and environmental regulations. 

See, for example, Hamish Pringle and Marjorie Thompson's Brand Spirit: How 

Cause-Related Marketing Builds Brands, Sue Adkins Cause-Related Marketing: Who 

Cares Wins, or the organization Business in the Community's website on CRM: 

http://www2.bitc.org.uk/programmes/programme_directory/cause_related_marketing/ind 

ex.html. 

As I will discuss in Chapter 5, the Kelty ad offers an interesting critical moment 

because of its self-reflexive recognition that buying a chUd carrier will not, in fact, save 

the world. 



See, for example, the Working Assets' ad quoted in Chapter 3 that states: "Why only 

shop when you can shop and generate donations at the same time? Best of all, it won't 

cost you any extra time or money." 

In addition. Working Assets offers products and services that are specifically designed 

to be "tools of citizenship," such as its CitizenLetters. 

iGive generates revenue by collecting a sales commission from individual companies 

each time a user makes a purchase from the company through the iGive site and by 

charging companies for advertising space on the site. 

Equally interesting is iOive's "vision" for the future: "In the near fiiture, all consumer 

transactions will contain a percentage that benefits causes close to home." The 

implications of this text are significant indeed for this project—^the text suggests that this 

particular form of SRC (that is, the kind that generates donations to nonprofit 

organizations) should be the social norm for all consumptive acts and, consequently, 

encourages the privatization of welfare. 

Participating in this community involves, of course, the economic transaction of 

selling/buying Working Assets' products and services that are marketed as tools for 

citizenship—for example, the FLASH Action Network and CitizenLetters. 

The criteria state that, in order for companies to be approved by Co-op America, they 

have to demonstrate that they: 

• "Focus on using business as a tool for positive social change. 

• Are 'values-driven,' as well as profit-driven. 
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• Are socially and environmentally responsible in the way they sovirce, 

manufacture, and market their products and run their offices and factories. 

• Are committed to and employ extraordinary and innovative practices that benefit; 

1) workers, 2) communities, 3) customers, and 4) the environment" 

(http://www.greenpages.org/getlisted.cfin, June 11). 

It might be argued, however, that the Center's reference to "Americans" makes an 

indirect connection between the practices of consumption and the rights/responsibilities 

of U.S. citizenship. 

This lifestyle is largely marketed to those whose educational background and 

economic advantage allow them to engage in SRC—^namely, "socially responsible" 

professionals. 

One example of legally-prescribed regulations that govern consumption for the benefit 

of society are the laws that regulate automobile fiiel emissions. Although many 

environmentalists argue that government-prescribed standards aren't "responsible" 

enough, fiael emissions laws (and other similar laws that set standards or limits for 

producers and consumers) are often considered a base, however inadequate, by 

organizations that support SRC. 

Although the list of member organizations is not publicly available, the organization's 

website states that FLO's Board of Directors is comprised of: four representatives of 

producers, two representatives of traders and six representatives of national labeling 

organizations. The site fiarther states that FLO members ranging from producers, traders, 

and alternative trade organizations participate in the Fair Trade certification process. This 

http://www.greenpages.org/getlisted.cfin
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process, according to the website, is governed in compliance with International 

Organization for Standardization (ISO) standards for certification organizations. 

Working Assets has, for example, a "Vice President of Politics" and other businesses 

likewise have employees whose function is the management of corporate philanthropy. 

Other SRP jobs are generated by the new nonprofits like the Center for the New 

American Dream that promote SRC itself 

There have been important questions raised as to how much of the subsequent 

economic recession was due to the events of September 11, and how much of the 

economic downturn was already in motion before the tragedies; however, the rhetoric 

employed by most politicians pointed the finger at September 11 as the source of the 

country's economic woes. 

This campaign was widely adopted across the country and used in other cities such as 

Baltimore, MD, Rochester, NY, and Covington, KY. 

For a detailed history of the first three waves consumerism, see Lizabeth Cohen's 

recently published book. Consumer's Republic. 

For the conservative equivalent of this association, substitute "patriotic" for 

"responsible." 

Althusser's notion of interpellation is a useful way to conceive of how rhetoric "hails" 

people into the subject position of "civic consumer." People are called, or interpellated, 

into particular subject positions, writes Althusser, through ideologies—active in 

rhetorical practices—^that suggest particular courses of action. In this case, for example. 

Working Assets' rhetoric "hails" the SRP reader by invoking social progress—an ideal 



already embedded in SRP ideology—and suggesting that "socially responsible" 

consumption can contribute to the achievement of this deal. So rhetoric both calls on and 

calls to the ideologies through which people make meaning. 

However, this idea ignores the disparity between, for example, one consumer spending 

$10 on a pound of "responsibly" produced Fair Trade coffee and another consumer 

spending $60,000 on an SUV. Because the effects of these two "votes" vary considerably 

according to the difference in quantity, the weight and economic, social, and political 

impact of these two "votes" is significantly different. This association also assumes that, 

as in the (ideal) democratic election, everyone's vote is "equal." As can be seen in the 

scramble for prestigious political contributions, not everyone's dollars cany the same 

weight. 

This assumption, of course, ignores the role of advertising and other forms of rhetoric 

in shaping consumers' perceptions of their needs and desires. 

As I wiU discuss later, this reintroduction of commodity history opens up a potentially 

significant site of praxis for cultural critics and rhetoricians. 

However, it is also likely that such pressure will fiiel business's use of rhetorical 

strategies that conceal these exploitative practices. It is also interesting to note that some 

"socially responsible" companies, such as Working Assets, do not provide the "history" 

of their product/service. For example, it is possible that Working Assets buys access to 

phone lines from large phone companies, thereby contributing to the profit of companies 

that may be considered "irresponsible." 



Other factors that affect this possible fiiture are the widely divergent interpretations of 

"social responsibility," the extent to which government, rather than independent 

watchdog organizations, will take on the role of determining and enforcing standards of 

"socially responsible" production and consumption, and the difBculty of knowing who, in 

privately-held companies like Working Assets, is calling the shots. 

The rhetoric of consumer boycotts as another form of politicized consumption is an 

important topic related to this project that would provide broader perspective on the 

dialectic. 

This waxing and waning of people's attention is nothing new, but the shift in the arena 

of action from political to commercial situates private enterprise, rather than government, 

as the trendsetter in public policy making. 

The role of the state in the politicization of consumption is an issue that—^while 

outside the scope of this project—^must be addressed in relation to questions of how 

legislation ah-eady mandates certain "socially responsible" business practices, how 

businesses and consumers influence the creation of such legislation, and how the post-

Fordist withdrawal from the traditional public sphere alfects the power that the state 

wields within society. 

It also suggests the importance of research that will analyze the rhetoric of the 

"watchdog" organizations, as sources that will potentially provide much of the 

information useful for exposing the politics of consumption. 
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