
The (simplified) message of best-selling books such as
Naomi Klein’s ‘No Logo’ is that we can vote with our purse.
By refusing to buy goods from companies which abuse and
underpay their workers, and which pay a pittance to the
producers of raw materials, we can force companies to
change their codes of practice and to produce more ethically.
The idea of the consumer being a global citizen and a lever
for social change appears to be a more attractive idea than
taking a radical stance.

The assumption that consumers have power also lies
behind projects like ‘Fairtrade: see, feel, taste, smell and
MAKE the difference!’, a two-year
project that Cheshire DEC is
carrying out in the community and
schools. Fairtrade is a great way to
bring home our relationship with
people in other parts of the world.
From our experience, in delivering workshops, many
children don’t know that cocoa is the raw material used to
make chocolate, let alone that it is normally produced for a
very low price and that farmers are practically trapped in the
system. For people to learn that as consumers, they are part
of the very same chain as farmers and producers, and that
there are alternatives such as fairly traded goods, is a
powerful learning point. Especially in those cases where
people have not heard about trade matters before, we have
often seen their indignation about the present situation
(particularly on children’s faces!) and the determination to
start using the alternative. Fairtrade leaves them with a very
concrete opportunity for action.

However, we have to be cautious not to oversimplify
things. It is certainly attractive to emphasise the positive
message that, by choosing products wisely, the consumer can
make a difference to the lives of workers in developing
countries. But let us not glorify the consumer’s social
conscience; issues like global markets, international trade
and labour relations are political matters and definitely not
only individual consumers’ business! To simplify the idea of
‘voting with our purse’ is to change the electorate into mere
consumers, swapping their electoral power for their
consumer power. And unlike in the political arena, where
everyone is equal: one (wo)man, one vote, in consumer
society the playing field is far from level. People with less

money to spend have less consumer power and less
opportunity to choose ethically, so less chance to make a
difference. 

It is therefore very important to include political
perspectives in Fairtrade discussions. This can range from
the responsibility of the public sector to regulate certain
practices of companies, and the commitment of governments
and local councils to ethically produced goods, to the role of
international bodies and conferences and high profile public
questioning, as was recently witnessed during the G8
summit. Along the same lines, at the level of personal

actions for change, we should
promote not only that participants
write letters to their supermarket,
but also write letters to their MP or
local councillors. And not only to
tell their friends to buy Fairtrade

goods, but also to be critical about things they read in
newspapers on international trade developments. 

Obviously, in projects such as Cheshire DEC’s, there are
often time constraints. Project workers have to take the
experience, knowledge and motivation of each audience into
consideration. For some groups, a workshop may be their
first introduction to the subject of Fairtrade, whereas others
will already have an understanding of the issues involved.
But unless we make critical notes in the discussions and
workshops we facilitate, we risk oversimplifying the world
trade and capitalist systems and we overvalue the power that
individual consumers have. This is why we would ideally
like to build up long-term work with local groups and
schools, rather than doing one-off workshops. On the basis
of Cheshire DEC’s experience, I would like to conclude that,
as long as we are realistic about the issues in fair trade and
other consumer matters, and we make space for discussions,
it is perfectly justified to convey a positive message like
‘MAKE the difference!’.

Ivonne de Moor was project worker during the first
year of the Fairtrade project at Cheshire Development
Education Centre. She recently returned to her home
country, the Netherlands. Lisa Mather is the present
project worker and can be contacted at Cheshire DEC,
on 01244 347880 or Cheshire_DEC@hotmail.com.
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Education for citizenship: the case of Fairtrade and
consumer power

To what extent can we reform society and international trade relations by becoming conscious and critical
consumers? Can we truly make a difference by buying fairly traded chocolate and sending critical letters to
multinational companies whose workers produce our clothes under terrible conditions? And, can development
education practitioners develop such consumer power in children, young people and adults? Ivonne de Moor
reports on the experience of Cheshire DEC.

GETTING IT RIGHT?

To simplify the idea of ‘voting
with our purse’ is to change the
electorate into mere consumers...


