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Political Consumerism in Contemporary Taiwvan — A New
Perspective on Identity Construction and Democratic Participation

Yin C. Chuang

Abstract

This paper introduces political consumerism and argues that this phenomenon
has had an important influence on construction of Taiwanese identities. It also argues
that political consumerism should be considered when studying Taiwanese
democratization. Typically, a change in political regime is preceded by mass
demonstrations, riots or even a civil war. This was not the case in Taiwan. Instead,
elections played the integral role in Taiwan’s democratic reformation by providing a
number of opportunities for Taiwanese people to participate in politics.

Political consumerism emerged in Taiwan at a time when its consumer society
was highly developed and during a period when political elections were occurring on
an almost yearly basis. To help win votes, political staff members devised, marketed
and then sold a vast array of advertisements, music, clothes, dolls and other political
commodities. When producing these commodities, staffers put forward their political
beliefs and tastes. When consuming these commodities, Taiwanese people reconstruct
their political appearances, political identities and political tastes. On this basis,
exploring political consumerism involves examining how the hegemony of
nationalism is de- or re-constructed and how the meaning of democracy is dis- or
re-articulated, through staff members’ production, and supporters’ consumption, of
political commodities.

This paper starts with a discussion about political consumerism and the ‘classic’
studies on nationalism. | will then illustrate the historical conditions precedent to
political consumerism. These are the rapid formation of consumer society and the
speedy development of democracy. | then briefly outline my theoretical basis and
research scope for political consumerism — using Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of ‘habitus’
and Antonio Gramsci’s concept of ‘hegemony’, along with John Storey’s framework
of cultural consumption. Finally, I will provide my conclusions as to the role played
by political consumerism in identity construction and democratic participation in
Taiwan.

Keywords: political consumerism, presidential election, democratization, national
identity, political fan
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