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Seeing Shades: Ecologically and Socially Just Labeling?    
 Short Abstract
 Ecological and socially just product labeling is one way global justice groups, environmental groups and health conscious consumers have been able to reward producers who are attempting more sustainable solutions to environmental and social problems than the market currently provides.  Small stickers or seals are the only visual cues to communicate the alternative social and environmental relationships embedded in these products.  In analyzing labeling as a technology comprised of artifacts, acts and social organization, this paper asks: Are labels a viable technology that can communicate truly improved production processes?  In what ways can product labeling be undermined? Can one visually tell the difference among industry blue-greenwash labels and real independent blue-green labels?  Six general analytical categories to guide ecological and socially just consumer action are identified (relative size, absence-presence, realistic vs. cartoonish imagery, label mimicking, branding, and representation of process) and four potential ways to bolster labeling technology are proposed (consolidated eco-just labeling, state support, local fair trade and enhanced gateway attributes).  
 
Extended Abstract (1000 words)
 Product labeling is one way global justice groups, environmental groups and health-concerned consumers have been able to reward producers that contribute to more sustainable solutions to crucial environmental and social problems.  In analyzing ecological and socially just labeling as a technology, this paper offers an important addition to discussions about the potential and potential pitfalls of alterative trade practices: it focuses the small stickers that identify them.  Are labels a viable technology that can communicate truly improved production processes and change the social organization of exchange?  In what ways can product labeling be undermined? Can one tell the difference among industry blue-greenwash labels and real independent blue-green labels?  This research employs the techniques of visual sociology to begin to answer these practical and theoretical questions about labeling as a technology.   Identifying the degree of specific empirical visual indicators, which reflect these relationships (or the lack of true alternatives), is one particularly pertinent means to explore the strengths and weaknesses of linking consumer responses and the alternative trade that relies upon them.  
            In this paper, I contextualize this research in an understanding of labeling as a technology and the problem of commodity fetishism.  Next, I briefly highlight a short history of alternative trade networks’ use of labeling technology as a means to broaden distribution and reform the market.     In the heart of the paper, I explore the central questions of seeing shades of labeling technology using the methods of visual sociology.  Here I present visual examples, analysis and results.  I conclude with suggestions on how to improve labeling technology and questions for future research.
Are labels a technology for de-fetishizing commodities? These small stickers and seals are the first visual cues to communicate that this is not a fetishized commodity that magically arrives on store shelves. Rather they foster an impression of the social and environmental relationships behind the product, the social and environmental relationships that consumers are really purchasing.  Product labeling provides an important example of innovative uses of technology that can foster human cooperation and social change through potentially improved democratic control of the market and its consequences.  If technology can humanize society, (Bookchin 2005) it is through the qualitative technological promise of decentralized collective action.
Unpacking labeling as a technology can provide valuable insight on its ability to affect change, while also making actors more aware of potential roadblocks.  Following Pacey (1999); Bijker (1993); Latour (1995; 2004); and Hughes (1989)[1], I define technology as a complex of artifacts, acts and social organization.  Just looking carefully at the label artifact itself, does not allow a researcher access to the inner workings of real technologies and their histories of embedded social and environmental relationships; it does not incorporate the people doing things required to make labels meaningful and effective, nor does it emphasize the constraints of the market or the social networks needed to maintain the integrity of labeling claims. The artifacts (labels), acts (actual improved practices to incorporate social and environmental externalities) and social organization (formalized social networks and their networks’ recipes for maintaining the integrity of label claims within market logics) are required components for the labeling technology to work effectively.  This broad definition of technology provides an important lens, which simplifies, yet powerful informs this investigation of blue-green labeling.
 
Visual Sociology works to categorize the ways in which the eye is directed as to what is to be “seen”, or what linkages are thought to be real through these packaged commercial (presentation-of-self) images to express environmentally friendly and fair trade production processes.  Identifying specific empirical visual indicators, which reflect these relationships (or the lack of true alternatives), provides one particularly pertinent means to emphasize the strengths and weaknesses of labeling technology.   I use a two-step data collection process that allows for the collection of images in a manner similar to the process of data collection in fieldwork.  First, I used a continual ‘grounded theory’ style of testing tentative hypotheses with repeated observations, where initial categories were discovered, confirmed, refined or rejected as further examinations of the data were made (Glassser & Strauss 1967; Emmison & Smith 2000).  These observations were then tested systematically with a larger random sample to make generalizations.
          In both phases of research, the unit of analysis is the product packaging.  For the theoretical sample, I use a sampling frame that includes every product that claims environmentally sound, organic and fair trade production processes on the shelves of five northwestern food retailers on three separate occasions during the month of May 2005.  These five stores include two mainstream supermarkets, one up-scale natural foods retailers, one middle-scale natural foods retailer, and one locally owned natural foods market to provide a broad sample of the range of products and their availability to particular consumers.  Compared to other regions of the United States, the Pacific Northwest provides a best-case scenario of product availably and consumer demand for everyday environmentally sound, organic and fair trade products.   For the quantitative analysis, the sample frame is based on all coffee sold in these five stores during September to November of 2005.   Every type of coffee was purchased, photographed and then returned.[2] This sample should accurately represent the population of coffee, from Folgers to Stumptown, sold in United States’ food retail markets regardless of claims of environmentally sound, organic and fair trade. (Some examples of this photographic data can be viewed at my website:  http://homepage.mac.com/acliath/FileSharing1.html  password: seeshade).
            In sum, the purpose of this exploration of seeing shades is to invite dialogue, debate and actions to improve to the ability of product labeling to communicate alternatives to market based production processes that lead to ecological crises and social breakdowns. The general analytical categories to guide consumer action identified here (relative size, absence-presence, realistic vs. cartoonist imagery, label mimicking, branding, and representation of process) are a first step in addressing critical questions about the potential labeling to expand environmentally sound, organic and fair trade market share without compromising its standards. This analysis also articulates how fragile a technology labeling really is and how blurred actors-reforming-the-market and actors-absorbing-alternatives are becoming.   In proposing four potential ways to bolster labeling technology (consolidated eco-just labeling, state support, local fair trade and enhanced gateway attributes) the social and environmental relationships embedded in products purchased and used may in fact become more visible. In the globalization of many fences, fairer trade becomes a window of new opportunities and insights, a window that begins for most consumers as a small seal or sticker that allows them to view their participation in distanced social and environmental relationships.
 
[1] Pacey (1999) technological complex; Bijker (1993) socio-technical ensembles, Latour (1995) actor-network theory, and Hughes (1989) technological system
[2] Even with human subjects protections, extensive attempts to acquire permission to photograph labels in stores more or less failed.  This in-store activity required corporate approval and still, after almost six months of communication, remains “in progress”.
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