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Amanda Root Market Citizenship: experiments in democracy and globalization 
(Sage, London),188 pages, ISBN: 978-0-7619-7443-7.   
 
This book adds to a burgeoning literature that discern as fundamental shift in the 
logics of governance shaping policy and politics in Western democracies. It revolves 
around an analysis of the notion of ‘market citizenship’, which the author identifies as 
a generalised model of how market mechanisms have come to be seen as perfectly 
functioning devices for squaring freedom and liberty of individuals with the public 
interest in issues of, for example, education, health, or environment. The most 
interesting and incisive aspect of Root’s analysis lies in the focus on the particular 
understanding of the incentives to which people respond as underlying all sorts of 
policy areas. She quite properly points out that rational-choice models of incentives 
tend to ignore questions about how incentives change over time, or how they emerge 
collectively (although this is not necessarily quite as ‘foreign’ to the worlds of rational 
choice or market economics as supposed – it is a basis starting point of the growth of 
behavioural economics for example).  
 
The book works through various policy fields in which ideas of market efficiency, 
consumerism, and choice have been introduced over the last two decades. There is a 
curious ambivalence running throughout review of different policy fields – the sense 
that these are experiments seems promising, but is not really fully developed. If they 
are experiments, one might imagine some discussion of what problems these 
mechanisms and devices are meant to solve, or how their success (or inevitable failure 
in Root’s analysis) is assessed and adjusted to. But there isn’t much of this in the book 
– rather, using textual analysis of policy documents, Root argues that the dominant 
logic across all policy fields constructs people as consumers who are treated as 
atomised, self-interested, utility-maximizers. I have my doubts about whether this is 
actually the case, and suspect that if one analysed in greater detail the strange career 
of contemporary understandings of choice, markets, accountability, transparency, 
consumers and other related figures of the subjects and mechanisms of contemporary 
governance, one is likely to find much more complex understandings of what 
individualized subjects are thought to be: neurotic, altruistic, full of leadership 
potential, responsible for all sorts of things from their own health to the future of the 
planet. This whole field really requires a more complex understanding of dynamics of 
‘individualization’ than Root provides – her analysis remains pretty faithful to a long-
standing assumption that contrasts individualism, markets, consumers, and self-
interest to collectivity, states and publics, citizens, and sociability. This is a frame of 
analysis that binds together a taken-for-granted worldview of critical social science 
analysis these days, which is thereby assured in its own self-righteousness about all 
the things it doesn’t like without really being able to do justice to what might be new 
– ‘experimental’ even – about modern forms of governance. In this book, this 
difficulty is evident in the uncritical deployment of seemingly inconsistent ‘critical’ 
theory resources – market citizenship is criticized as an agent of de-politicization by 
reference to Zizek and Crouch, and yet the book concludes by invoking in a rather 
idealistic sort of way a Habermasian vision of public rationality, too quickly conflated 
with a call for a ‘strong state’.   



 
In short, this book succeeds in identifying an important feature of contemporary 
models of governance, namely the model of incentives and motivations which 
different policy-paradigms adopt. It is less successful, it seems to me, in 
distinguishing clearly between a genealogical analysis of emergent, experimental 
practices, and the temptations of  styles of criticism in which new things always fit 
into established patterns of social science evaluation.  
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