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FOREWORD

Is there any way out of  the mess we’re in?

You certainly wouldn’t think so from reading the papers. 

The richest people in the world are already scrambling onto the 

lifeboats, be they called New Zealand or SpaceX. And the poorest 

are dying in increasing numbers as they flee their war-torn, cli-

mate-ravaged countries. Meanwhile official politics seems either 

impotent or positively malign, a well-oiled machine infallibly 

finding the worst and pushing them to the top of  the heap. Most 

of  the graphs seem to be pointing in the wrong directions: going 

up when they should be going down, or plummeting when they 

should be rising.

Yet there is hope. Because something is happening. There is a 

coalescence. A different story is rising and ripening. It is a story 

of  who we are as humans, what we are capable of, and how we 

might work together to reimagine and rebuild our world.
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This story doesn’t show up on the media radar because that 

radar is resolutely pointed in the wrong direction. It’s expecting 

the future to be produced by governments and billionaires and 

celebrities, so its gaze is riveted on them. But behind their backs, 

the new story is coming together. It is slower, more diffuse, and 

more chaotic, because it is a story of  widely distributed power, 

not of  traditional power centres. As Jon Alexander and Ariane 

Conrad name it in this vitally important book, this story is the 

Citizen Story. When you see the world through the lens of  this 

story, you see that there is a revolution in progress. The people are 

organising, not only in grassroots movements but also, crucially, 

inside the very institutions and organisations that are currently 

failing us. The people are starting to feel their power, and they’re 

making for the engine rooms. 

***

Stories matter. They can trap us, but they can also inspire us.

The stories we tell shape how we see ourselves, and how we see 

the world. When we see the world differently, we begin behaving 

differently, living into the new story. When Martin Luther King 

said: ‘I have a dream,’ he was inviting others to dream it with 

him, inviting them to step into his story. Once a story becomes 

shared in that way, current reality gets measured against it and 

then modified towards it. As soon as we sense the possibility of  

a more desirable world, we begin behaving differently, as though 

that world is starting to come into existence, as though, in our 

minds at least, we’re already there. The new story becomes an 
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invisible force which pulls us forward. By this process it starts to 

come true. Imagining the future makes it more possible.

Sometimes this work of  imagination and storytelling is about 

the future, as in Dr King’s story. Art can play this role: what is 

possible in art becomes thinkable in life. We become our new 

selves first in simulacrum, through style and fashion and art, 

our deliberate immersions in virtual worlds. Through them we 

sense what it would like to be another kind of  person with other 

kinds of  values. We rehearse new feelings and sensitivities. We 

imagine other ways of  thinking about our world and its future. 

We use art to model new worlds so that we can see how we might 

feel about them.

Sometimes, though, the work of  imagination is about reap-

praising now. That’s what this book aims to achieve. It is about 

shifting the perspective so we see the world we are in now with 

new eyes. 

***

Climate change is the biggest threat that humans have ever faced, 

and the systems and institutions that govern our world today are 

proving themselves unable to respond to it. The two dominant 

narratives today are China – a Subject state with centralised 

power and deep surveillance – and Siliconia – a Consumer state 

with centralised power and deep surveillance. Neither offers a 

credible path to a sustainable, equitable, beautiful world.

That’s the bad news. 
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The good news is that the climate emergency has given rise to 

the largest and most broadly based social movement in human 

history. That movement has a billion roots, a billion people who 

set out on their own or in small groups and are now starting to 

meet up and look around – surprised and exhilarated – at each 

other. This huge, global movement is starting to become self-

aware, to understand its size and power. It’s the critical moment, 

for social revolutions happen in two phases. The first is when 

everybody realises the current system isn’t working any longer. 

The second is when everybody realises that everybody else has 

realised it too. Then the coalescence begins – the movement gels. 

The vast majority of  people realise they’re on the same side. The 

people come together, and there’s no stopping them.

This coalescence will take us all somewhere new. The future 

won’t be dominated by either of  the two narratives currently 

under discussion, but by what this book calls The Citizen Story. 

The Citizen Story is about the empowerment of  us all to co-in-

vent and nurture our own futures. The Citizenship of  this book 

is not about the passport we hold, and it goes far beyond the duty 

to vote in elections. It’s a state of  engagement, more verb than 

noun. We look around, identify the domains where we have some 

influence, and we roll up our sleeves and make things happen.

People are losing faith in the old neoliberal story – that 

everything would work out for the best if  we just let the market 

do its work and didn’t interfere. We’ve seen where that has got us. 

People who care about the world their grandchildren will inhabit 

are watching wealth concentrate into fewer and fewer hands and 

those hands aren’t building a viable future. Marginalised people 
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– women, gender non-binary, people of  colour, the colonised, the 

disabled, the poor - are all demanding inclusion and considera-

tion and respect in our global civilisation. All these people are 

asking to be Citizens. These people don’t want the Consumer 

Story any more. They want the Citizen Story.

What we’re realising together is that all the ever-louder cries 

for freedom and justice are entangled. They’re all part of  the 

same revolution. Gender rights, indigenous rights, ethnic rights, 

animal rights… they’re all part of  the same fundamental rethink 

about relationships to each other and to the planet. All life on 

Earth is an ecosystem, and it could be an ecosystem of  generosity, 

a virtuous circle. If  we improve things at any point we improve 

them at all points. That is what this movement and this moment 

are really about. To save the planet we have to do so many things; 

but if  we do, we will end up in a much better place than we are now. 

In naming the Citizen Story, and its Subject and Consumer 

counterparts, Alexander and Conrad have made a vital contribu-

tion. They have made a new present and a new future real, making 

it possible to see a bigger idea of  what is and what could be. They 

have also made it possible to discern and distinguish the Citizen 

path from those of  the Subject and the Consumer, enabling us to 

leave those behind once and for all. Equipped with the ideas in 

this book, what I now see is not just a climate emergency: it’s a 

civilisational opportunity. 

Brian Eno

November 2021
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OPENING

This book reveals what is quite possibly the only thing that can 

save us now: the Citizen inside every one of  us. Which is to 

say: there is still hope. The future is up for grabs.

In order to survive and thrive, we must step into the Citizen 

Story. We must see ourselves as Citizens – people who actively 

shape the world around us, who cultivate meaningful connec-

tions to their community and institutions, who can imagine a 

different and better life, who care and take responsibility, and 

who create opportunities for others to do the same. Crucially, our 

institutions must also see people as Citizens, and treat us as such. 

When they do, everything changes. If  we can step into the Citizen 

Story, if  we can transform our institutions, we will be able to face 

our myriad challenges: economic insecurity, ecological emergen-

cy, public health threats, political polarisation, and more. We will 

be able to build a future. We will be able to have a future. That is 

what is at stake here.
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The Citizen Story is already present, just beneath the surface of  

our society. It has been taking shape in the national and regional 

politics of  Taiwan, Ireland, Iceland, Belgium, and beyond, where 

governments are embracing a role that is more about coordina-

tion and facilitation than central command. It’s been emerging 

in Barking and Birmingham; Paris in France and Porto Allegre in 

Brazil; Calgary in Canada; and little Frome in Somerset, where 

mayors and local politicians of  contrasting ideology, age and 

skin colour have been tapping into the energy and ideas of  their 

people to resuscitate their cities and towns. It’s been building 

in refugee camps and shanty towns, in big charities and social 

movements, in museums, in schools, and even in businesses, as 

all sorts of  organisations and institutions find success through 

involving, rather than telling or selling. People everywhere are 

joining in, and creating the possibility of  a truly sustainable, 

inclusive, joyful future as they do so.

All this is happening. But so far, it is a long way from enough. 

As things stand, too many of  us are not engaging in the world 

around us. We have – understandably – lost faith in our institu-

tions, most especially our governments, and so we keep our focus 

close, strive to get our own needs met in a world that seems to 

be growing harsher and less safe by the day. We are living inside 

what I call the Consumer Story, which tells us we are entitled and 

passive: we are to be sold to and served.

The challenge is not that the Citizen Story is complicated to ar-

ticulate or difficult to evidence; it is simple, rooted in deep truth, 

and emerging everywhere. But it is hidden by the dominance of  

the Consumer Story. The organisations and institutions of  our 
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society – not just our businesses but our governments too, and 

every other sector – reinforce this story over and over again, every 

single day. They have done so to the extent that it is often mistaken 

for fundamental human nature. The Consumer Story has come to 

feel inevitable, unbreakable. But it is not the true story of  humani-

ty; it is simply the story of  self  and society that most of  us – almost 

all of  us – have been brought up within.

I am no exception. Having spent the first decade of  my career 

in London's advertising industry, I’m more like the rule.

 

LEAVING ADLAND

I started my working life at 151 Marylebone Road in London, 

the offices of  Abbott Mead Vickers BBDO. It was Thursday 25th 

September 2003 and I was 21. Standing before the doors of  AMV 

– considered one of  the world’s most prestigious and successful 

architects of  human aspiration and behaviour, much lauded for 

its power in making brands into household names – I was not only 

seeking my fortune but ready to make what I then understood as 

my contribution.

Advertising was a dream job in the world of  that time, the 

only world I’d ever really known. I was two years old when the 

big consumer superbrands arrived, when in the single symbolic 

year of  1984, Apple launched the Macintosh, Nike sold the first 

Air Jordans, and Virgin Atlantic broke open the skies. I was 15 

when Tony Blair and New Labour heralded Cool Britannia, told 

us things could only get better, and were very comfortable with 

people getting filthy rich. And I was 19 and at university when, 

two years and two weeks before my first day at AMV, the twin 
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towers of  the World Trade Center came crashing down. In the 

wake of  9/11, George W Bush, the US President, Blair, the British 

Prime Minister and the rest told us that what we the people could 

do – what we should do – was buy stuff. Keeping the growth of  

the economy going was how we could show those who aimed to 

terrorise us that we were not afraid. We would keep calm and carry 

on shopping. And I would help. 

My first boss at AMV had bought the story in a big way. He gave 

me a copy of  Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History, the widely in-

fluential book that declared that humanity had reached its zenith 

in liberal capitalist democracy. My boss interpreted the book as 

meaning that advertising was the cutting edge of  the only future 

going. And he defined my new job as a Graduate Account Manager 

like this: ‘The average consumer sees somewhere between 1,500 

and 3,000 commercial messages a day. We have to cut through 

that. Our job is to make our clients’ messages the ones that stick.’ 

At first, I took this task at face value, aimed for excellence within 

the rules of  the game, and often succeeded. Both AMV and the 

next agency I worked for won Agency of  the Year while I was 

there. One year, one of  my projects even won Brand Republic’s Big 

Creative Idea of  the Year.

But while I played the game, I felt uncomfortable almost from 

the beginning. It was partly the day-to-day: for all that I’m still 

close to many of  my former colleagues, there were others who 

did things in their personal lives that I wanted no part of  (think 

Mad Men and more). It was partly my belated but growing political 

awareness. I read No Logo, Naomi Klein’s deconstruction of  my 

industry: according to her, the principal impact of  my long hours 
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of  work was to equate products with lifestyles and with identity, 

leveraging ‘cool’ and youthfulness and desirability, and to help 

corporations obscure the suffering those products caused to 

workers and the environment.

I watched Adam Curtis’s classic documentary series The Century 

of the Self, and learned how, using the psychology behind desires 

and aspirations, Sigmund Freud’s nephew Edward Bernays and 

the field of  public relations professionals he had inspired had not 

just increased their clients’ sales; they had shaped the course of  

20th Century politics. Viewing politics as just another product to 

be sold to the public, they had advised numerous administrations, 

to the extent not just of  shaping electoral campaigns but even 

launching wars. The year I entered the workplace was the same 

year that Bush and Blair led the invasion of  Iraq, bringing more 

than a million people out onto the streets of  London in protest. I 

could only look the other way for so long.

Mostly, though, it was the climate. This was the one I couldn’t 

hold alongside my work, the arena where the clash was too 

obvious and too direct. Doing a good job meant selling more stuff, 

yet ever-increasing consumption was obviously unsustainable. 

For a while I accepted the lullaby of  ‘conscious consumption,’ and 

did my best to sell greener stuff: Eurostar instead of  flying, fair-

trade chocolate, and so on. This even, briefly, made my choice of  

career feel good again: where better to work than in advertising, 

if  what we needed to do was modify the nature of  consumption? 

But my relief  was fleeting, not least because for every pound 

spent promoting the ethical or environmental alternative, even 

just within the walls of  the agency I was working at, another five 
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or ten or even 20 were at the same time pushing the opposite.

Around this time, the words of  my first boss began to haunt 

me. A question took shape in my mind: 

What are we doing to ourselves when we tell ourselves we’re 
Consumers 3,000 times a day?

What if  the impact wasn’t just about the stuff we were con-

suming, and the material impacts of  that (as important as those 

things are), but something much more pervasive? What my 

advertising work was part of, I began to see, was the telling – and 

retelling and retelling, thousands of  times a day – of  a story about 

who we are and what we’re capable of. A story that creates not only 

material but also psychological and even spiritual problems, and 

at the same time limits what we believe ourselves to be capable of  

doing in response to those problems.

The Consumer Story, as I would come to think of  it.

This story is morally justified by a vague theory that every one of  

us pursuing our own self  interest will add up to collective interest. 

It is a story in which human society is essentially and necessarily 

a competition, since we lazy, selfish humans can be driven to act 

only by the competitive imperative, which arises from primal 

instincts to protect and pass on to our own. The institution in this 

story functions above all to serve us. We feel entitled, and believe 

ourselves self-reliant and independent, the creators of  our own 

destiny. Because ‘the Consumer is King,’ we believe that we are in 

charge. The glittering array of  available choices makes us forget 

that there might be possibilities beyond the menu, or damage 
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inherent in the very dynamic of  our choice between them. That’s 

true not just in stores with crowded aisles, but in politics with its 

well-packaged candidates, dating platforms that seek to sell us 

our new partner, charities that compete to offer ‘benefits’ for our 

support, and on and on. Intoxicated by the power to choose, we 

don’t realise that the real power lies in creating the menu – even 

in deciding whether there is a menu at all.

This revelation flipped a painful switch in my head. Suddenly, 

I saw working in advertising not as promoting values I could and 

should believe in and be proud of; but as preaching the Consumer 

Story. This was a story I no longer believed in. In fact, it was a 

story I was appalled by.

From this point on, working in advertising was torture. Things 

got worse – arguments, shouting, tears, at work and at home – 

and then worse still. Late one evening, standing on the platform 

at Oxford Circus underground station, I stared at the floor as one 

train came and went and then another, waves of  nausea passing 

over me. I honestly don’t remember whether I was contemplating 

taking my own life, though I may have been; all I remember is 

the nausea.

Another train passed, and then I started retching, and then 

threw up. It happened every day for a week. At the end of  the 

week, I resigned. I really, really hated myself.

Ever since those awful days, I have been following that initial 

question that spurred my unravelling: What are we doing to 

ourselves when we tell ourselves we’re Consumers 3,000 times 

a day?1 In doing so, I’ve come to see ‘Consumerism’ not just as a 

term to be used in lamenting excessive material consumption, but 
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as a deep and powerful story that shapes who we think we are, 

what we think we are capable of, and how we relate to one another. 

That Consumer Story is entrenched and embedded in each and 

every one of  those 3,000 daily messages, and much else besides.

Once I had stepped out of  advertising and was able to see 

more clearly, I developed another question, one that arose not 

from staring obsessively down at the trash-filled gutters, but 

instead looking up and around at the compassion, creativity and 

brilliance exhibited daily by humanity, in spite of  the ubiquity of  

the Consumer Story. I began to ask: 

What would it look like if we put the same energy and 
inspiration that currently goes into telling ourselves we’re 
Consumers, into building our agency as Citizens?

In 2014, I co-founded a company, the New Citizenship Project, 

to serve as a vehicle for this inquiry. Together with my colleagues, 

I developed an understanding that in the early 21st Century, 

the Consumer Story is collapsing under the weight of  its own 

contradictions, and the Citizen Story is emerging. People are 

dissatisfied with being mere Consumers, yearn for deeper agency 

even though we lack the words to express it, and have an innate 

if  imprecise sense that authentic participation holds the key to 

a brighter future. But the most powerful insight at the heart of  

NCP’s work – and of  this book – is that this shift in story is already 

happening. It is not something that needs to be created or insisted 

upon or campaigned for; rather, it is something that needs to be 

named, nurtured and accelerated. It needs to be revealed, not just 
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in ourselves but in organisations of  all shapes and sizes, so that 

all of  us can step into it.

As my distance from my time in advertising increased further, 

I also began to see the Consumer Story in a new light: less as some 

sort of  evil conspiracy, and more as a story that had its moment 

and served its purpose, and now must be superseded. I began to 

see how much it had offered and how it had retained such appeal, 

by seeing it not just in contrast to what was now possible, but in 

the context from which it had arisen. For there is a third story, one 

that had dominated before: the Subject Story. Seen in this light, 

the emergence of  the Consumer Story had in fact been liberating, 

holding its own promise of  a new golden age.

In the Subject Story, as in ‘subjects of  the king,’ the greater 

part of  humanity is infant-like and guileless. Our role as the 

little people is to be ruled over and kept safe by the hopefully 

benevolent Great Man in charge, the one ordained by right of  

birth and by god.

Societies and organisations are paternalistic, hierarchical and 

fixed, with the inherently superior few at the top. They tell the 

rest of  us what to do, declaring our duties. For our part, the right 

thing to do is obey. The bargain is protection, security, and the 

maintenance of  order, both physical and psychological. When 

the Subject Story was dominant, it told us that the God-given few 

knew best, so when we did what they said, we would be protected; 

life would be as good as could realistically be hoped for.

At the New Citizenship Project, we developed the table on the 

following page to compare and contrast the key dynamics of  each 

of  these three stories.
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As I came to see the Consumer Story from this perspective, 

I was able to recognise its power and appeal. From what came 

before – blind obedience as Subjects – it felt like a breath of  

fresh air, liberation and empowerment, placing the individual 

at the centre of  the universe. This also led to the realisation 

that it was nowhere near as entrenched and inevitable as I had 

thought. After all, it has been the dominant story for only 80 

years or so; its very dominance is evidence that stories can and 

do change.

And so to now. The Citizen Story is emergent. The Consumer 

Story is failing, but tenacious, and the Subject Story is resur-

gent. The struggle for our next story has grave consequences, 

as recent history has painfully illustrated.

SUBJECT CONSUMER CITIZEN
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BRITAIN BETWEEN STORIES

There was a specific day when I knew I had to write this book, 

after several years spent mulling. It was Saturday 10th May 2020, 

the day Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced the ‘roadmap’ 

out of  Britain’s first coronavirus pandemic lockdown, together 

with a change in the key message to the nation.

Instead of  ‘Stay Home. Protect the NHS. Save Lives.’ we were 

now asked to ‘Stay Alert. Control the Virus. Save Lives.’2

This wasn’t a public health moment, I realised; it was a political 

moment. It was a moment that could only be understood through 

the lens of  the stories of  self  and society: the stories of  Subject, 

Consumer, and Citizen. It was a change aimed at reframing the 

crisis and the actors in it not to save lives, but to preserve power.

Until that day, and from the moment Johnson had belatedly 

acknowledged the severity of  the threat, Covid had been cast as 

an intentional attacker, complete with war metaphors and even 

comparison to ‘an unexpected and invisible mugger.’3 We the 

public were the weak and hapless victims who needed to be told 

what to do; Johnson and his government the strong, all-knowing 

heroes who would save us. Pure Subject Story.

But by early May that had begun to fall apart. Commentators 

and academics were gaining an audience as they pointed out that 

this was not so unexpected; indeed, some kind of  pandemic had 

been widely predicted. Government had not been strong and 

all-knowing: it had responded too late, and the ‘led by science’ 

trope was in the process of  being dismantled.

When Britain exceeded Italy’s death rate earlier that week, 

and on almost the same day Germany and other nations began to 
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lift restrictions, the Subject Story could not hold.

And so back came the Consumer. With ‘Stay Alert,’ each of  

us now needed to take personal responsibility for dealing with 

Covid, and getting back to normal as best we could. In the Con-

sumer Story, the right thing for government to do is to step back 

and get out of  the way, because people are best left to look out 

for themselves. We are individuals, there is no such thing as 

society. The dark corollary of  course was that if  you caught the 

virus after this point, it would be your fault – because you would 

not have stayed sufficiently alert. Johnson and his government 

were pushing responsibility for whether we lived or died from 

themselves onto each of  us, but without giving us any of  the tools 

or information we needed to make the right decisions – all of  the 

responsibility, none of  the power. The intention? We would blame 

each other, not the government. An outbreak in Manchester or 

Glasgow or wherever would have been caused by individuals 

being less responsible than me.

What was crushed in this moment – or at least suppressed – was 

the surge in the Citizen Story that had flowed from the moment 

news of  the virus had hit our shores. So many of  us in so many 

ways had thrown ourselves into helping one another: the mutual 

aid groups, ‘ViralKindness’ postcards, the 750,000 people who 

tried to sign up as National Health Service First Responders inside 

48 hours.4 Yet all this was perceived either as a threat to the power 

of  government, or not perceived at all, unintelligible through the 

Consumer/Subject lenses that filtered reality. The Citizen Story 

was not sufficiently named or formed or understood to offer an 

alternative.
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Yet the desire was there. I wrote about this moment that very 

day, a piece that was read over 600,000 times.5 I knew then I had 

to write this book, to do the deeper work of  interrogating and 

bringing all this together into a story that can hold us.

Over the course of  the summer, Eat Out To Help Out and front 

page headlines told Britons to ‘go shopping.’ The rhetoric of  

personal responsibility took hold, and has continued ever since. 

Johnson even claimed that ‘greed and capitalism’ brought Britain 

its relative success on vaccinations.6 This has led some to feel that 

the moment of  opportunity for a new story has passed, that the 

portal has closed. I don’t agree with that. The Consumer Story is 

fundamentally broken. The trigger might be this pandemic or 

another, the onset of  the climate emergency or the next banking 

collapse, surges in energy from Black Lives Matter or Extinction 

Rebellion or another movement, or something else entirely. But 

the old story will crack open again, and there will be more chances 

to step into the new.

So how do we ensure that the next era belongs to the Citizen, 

which is to say, to all of  us, at our most powerful?

UNLEASHING OUR POWER

The primary focus of  this book is not about how to build a move-

ment, or organise a community, or even be a Citizen. That work 

is well underway, and there exist many excellent resources to 

support it.

Instead, it is about how we make the transition to a Citizen 

society. How we recognise the Consumer Story and get it out 

of  the way. How we establish the Citizen as the dominant story 
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of  society. The critical task is to redesign the organisations and 

institutions of  our society. We are Citizens by nature. But as 

things stand today, almost every interaction with almost every 

organisation – business, government, even charity – conditions 

us to believe otherwise. While our organisations remain trapped 

in the Consumer Story, they will keep us trapped too. As such, to 

free ourselves, we will need to set them free too.

This work is starting to take shape. More and more organisa-

tions and institutions, across the world and in every sector, are 

being transformed or replaced as the Citizen Story emerges and 

spreads. These organisations can be recognised by the presence 

of  two key characteristics. The first is philosophical. Citizen 

organisations are rooted in a deep and resilient belief  in human-

ity: a belief  that, given the right conditions, it is human nature 

to want to contribute positively and meaningfully to shape the 

communities and societies we are part of; and that the capability 

to make such a contribution is also universal. If  you analyse the 

language of  Citizen organisations – their websites, the speeches 

of  their leaders – you can see that they don’t so much seek to be 

trusted or admired by people; rather, they start by trusting and 

believing in people.

The second follows naturally from the first, and is practi-

cal. Because they believe in the contribution people can make, 

Citizen organisations adopt core processes that are designed 

to make those contributions possible. They are open and trans-

parent; they show their working; and they invite participation 

at every available opportunity. As a result, people’s massive 

loss of  trust in organisations is flipped: every interaction with 
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every organisation becomes characterised by their trust in us. 

One indicator of  the emergence of  the Citizen Story is the sheer 

number of  new ways to participate that have been conceived 

in the late 20th and early 21st Century, as well as the old that 

have been reinvigorated – open innovation challenge prizes, 

volunteering programmes, mutual aid, participatory budgeting, 

citizens’ assemblies, crowdfunding, to name but a few.

Later, this book will dive deep into concrete examples of  

charities, businesses, and governments, providing a blueprint 

for Citizen transformation across sectors. But I want to give a 

taste here. To show how far the Citizen organisation must extend 

beyond the usual chatter about sustainable capitalism or ethical 

business or the future of  government, I’ve selected three exam-

ples that represent almost everyone’s favourite organisations, 

our sacred cows. It’s true that from within the Consumer Story 

they represent some of  the best on offer. But they could do so 

much more.

***

In the charity sector, consider the concept of  effective altruism. 

This global movement to promote efficiency in philanthropy was 

popularised by Peter Singer’s The Life You Can Save and William 

MacAskill’s 80,000 Hours. A pure application of  utilitarian 

philosophy that focuses on the greatest benefit for the greatest 

number, effective altruism is based upon randomised control 

trials following classic scientific methodology. It takes the emo-

tions out of  philanthropy and replaces them with clean, rational 
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calculations, including one that estimates the cost of  saving a life 

as between $2,000-$3,000.7

To its credit, it has spurred people who can afford to give, to 

give more, by supplying the data of  a solid return on the invest-

ment. The giving platform that MacAskill created, Giving What 

We Can, had received $126 million in donations from 4,571 people, 

with a further $1.5 billion pledged over their lifetimes, between 

its founding in 2009 and the spring of  2020.8 And that’s only 

one vehicle: many other ‘mega-philanthropists’ have adopted 

the effective altruism framework, like the Open Philanthropy 

Project – created by Mark Zuckerberg’s roommate at Harvard, 

Dustin Moskowitz – which grants $150-200 million per year.9 

The money goes to projects that can evidence their impact in 

these clear, measurable terms, like malaria nets and deworming 

tablets, and which give donors the biggest bang for their buck.

Of  course when we approach charity from within the Con-

sumer Story, effective altruism feels like the winning strategy. 

The tell-tale signs of  Consumer logic are everywhere: the focus 

on data, transactions, return on investment. I’ll buy my way to 

a better world, to a clearer conscience, to heaven – that’s the 

dynamic, the assumption. What is eclipsed by the calculations, 

however, is the complex context that gives rise to any of  these 

charitable ‘causes.’ History, trauma, economic exploitation, rela-

tionships – all these and other real life factors are missing from 

the equation. As so often in the Consumer Story, this context is 

ignored while the choices on offer are accepted as the limits of  

possibility, as if  human life and society were one big series of  

clearly bounded calculations. Following the logic through, each 
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of  these calculations should then be made as coldly and ration-

ally as possible. In the most crass example, when faced with a 

hypothetical choice of  saving a child or a Picasso painting from a 

burning building, the effective altruist saves the painting, because 

with the millions of  dollars that the painting is worth and could 

be sold for, many more children’s lives could be saved.10

Stepping into the Citizen Story, however, we recognise that 

context not only cannot be ignored, but that context is all. As 

Citizens, we must develop a sense of  belonging in community, 

cultivate relationships with one another, help heal each other, 

and collectively build the world that will cease to make philan-

thropy necessary. The famous quote from Dr Martin Luther King, 

Jr. is the most apt expression here: ‘Philanthropy is commend-

able, but it must not cause the philanthropist to overlook the 

circumstances of  economic injustice which make philanthropy 

necessary.’11 The ideal of  the Citizen approach is having everyone 

pay fair taxes, to a government in which everyone has a meaning-

ful stake; philanthropy explicitly works against this by shielding 

wealth from taxation. In the Consumer Story, we ask ourselves 

what we as individuals are getting in return for our taxes. In a 

Citizen society, we recognise the tax we pay as our contribution 

to sustaining the whole.

In fact, the Citizen approach entirely rejects the notion of  

‘altruism,’ which derives from the Latin meaning ‘other.’ Instead, 

we need to embrace ‘proximity’ and ‘interdependence.’ Proximi-

ty refers to the truth that, while outsiders can bring insight and 

understanding, those most affected by a given issue also possess 

vital wisdom about it. It is therefore these people who must be 
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resourced so they can implement solutions as they see fit. In other 

words, a transfer not just of  money but of  power – which is a far 

cry from the predominance of  highly educated white men engaged 

in effective altruism. Citizens give through participatory grant-

making, where decisions about how to allocate money involve not 

just donors but also recipients, in at least equal representation.

Interdependence is the acknowledgement that we are all con-

nected. This is a basic assumption of  many indigenous peoples. 

No one is truly safe until we are all safe; no one truly thrives until 

we all thrive. In this view, giving is not regarded as ‘charity,’ but 

as ‘reciprocity.’ The Native American leader and philanthropy 

professional Edgar Villanueva says it best in his book Decoloniz-

ing Wealth:

Reciprocity is based on our fundamental interconnection – 
there is no Other, no Us vs. Them, no Haves vs. Have Nots. 
Reciprocity is the sense that I’m going to give to you because 
I know you would do the same for me. No one is just a giver or 
just a taker; we’re all both at some point in our lives. This also 
reflects a cyclical dynamic, as opposed to a one-off, one-way 
relationship.12

In fact, if  the root of  altruism is ‘other,’ the Citizen approach 

represents nearly its opposite, with the roots of  ‘Citizen’ – as 

we will see in Chapter 1 – giving it the literal meaning ‘togeth-

er people.’ As Citizens, we are meaningful as individuals only 

through our interconnection. As Villanueva puts it so powerfully, 

‘there is no other.’
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***

Next, let’s consider the apparel company Patagonia. In the cor-

porate realm, these are the good guys, the paragon sustainable 

business everyone loves to love. But the Consumer Story still 

shows up in and constrains Patagonia; stepping into the Citizen 

Story could take even this company to another level.

Patagonia was born when founder Yvon Chouinard realised 

that his gear was damaging the rock faces it was his passion 

to climb, and began making nature-friendly alternatives. The 

company has pioneered numerous exemplary sustainable prac-

tices, like making fleece out of  recycled plastic bottles. In 2007, it 

launched the Footprint Chronicles, which reveal all the suppliers 

and factories in its supply chains – the materials they use and 

the conditions for their workers. On Black Friday 2011, Patagonia 

famously printed a full-page ad in the New York Times with the 

unforgettable headline DON’T BUY THIS JACKET, reminding 

consumers to think twice before buying, a business calling out 

the impact of  consumption on the planet. It even offers lifetime 

guarantees and free repairs for its apparel, because according to 

CEO Rose Marcario ‘the single best thing we can do for the planet 

is to keep our stuff in use longer.’13

For all Patagonia’s unquestionable excellence, there it is, 

hidden in plain sight: the Consumer Story. The single best thing 

we can do for the planet is to keep our stuff in use longer? Really? 

That’s the greatest contribution we can make?

The sentiment is echoed in a post entitled ‘Introducing the 

New Footprint Chronicles’ on its website: ‘You and I have the 
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power to change the habits of  our world by changing our buying 

habits and doing what we can at work to reduce human and en-

vironmental cost.’14

The thing is, as customers of  Patagonia, we’re still left in a 

place where our only real kind of  agency is whether we buy or 

don’t buy, or buy from them rather than from someone else.

The only participation on offer is the act of  buying, or maybe 

donating money to one of  the environmental charities it recom-

mends. That’s the extent of  our power. And that is Consumer 

power, not Citizen power.

Patagonia’s ambition is essentially: let’s keep humans from 

harming the planet. Do as little harm as possible. That indicates 

an assumption that humans are (a) separate from the planet and 

(b) fundamentally and inevitably damaging. This is the Consumer 

Story speaking. In this story, the best we can possibly do is to not 

fuck things up even more. Humans consume and destroy; the best 

we can aim for is to minimise the destruction. The identity that 

we must automatically adopt inside this worldview is the guilty 

role of  ‘destroyer’ or at best the altruistic role of  ‘saviour,’ both of  

which keep us apart from nature.

As the Citizen Story takes shape, we are finally realising that 

there is a deep fallacy here, one that is a big part of  the problem. 

We are not external to nature, Consumers of  it. We are nature – 

participants in it, Citizens of  it. Indigenous leaders believe that 

this difference in mindset is the difference between living a har-

monious and sustainable life on the planet, versus our current 

tragic trajectory.
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So what would it look like for Patagonia to step into the 

Citizen Story?

First and most fundamentally, the mission would have to 

change, the saviour complex thrown off. No company is going 

to save the planet; the planet does not even need saving. What 

if  Patagonia instead saw its mission as to equip humanity to be 

nature? How might a company enable and support us to expe-

rience ourselves as an inextricable part of  the biosphere, and as 

such, empowered and capable and responsible in a much deeper 

way? How might Patagonia involve us, beyond just selling us less 

damaging stuff?

Such an approach would not challenge everything the 

company does; rather, it would reframe it, and as a result open up 

so much more. The emphasis would be on maximising connec-

tion, inspiration, and participation. For example, the Footprint 

Chronicles might be refocused to give more space and empha-

sis to the positive inspiration Patagonia’s designers take from 

nature; problems in the supply chain could lead to open inno-

vation challenge prizes; solutions might be made ‘open source,’ 

allowing and indeed encouraging others to copy; the company 

could offer and promote qualifications in biomimicry, i.e. design 

inspired by nature.

Marketing might do less to indulge self-hatred (‘Do not buy 

this jacket’) and more to embrace a role in inspiring love of  

nature; I can imagine an ‘I am nature’ campaign, crowdsourcing 

tales of  Patagonia-equipped deep experiences of  the natural 

world. Governance might give genuine power to the indigenous 

people who retain the worldview Patagonia would be champion-
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ing; or indeed to the customers – now seen not just as Consumers 

but as Citizens, participants, fellow travellers – through an equity 

offer, or even becoming a cooperative. There are signs that some 

of  this is starting to happen. For instance, the company has just 

launched a new initiative seeking to support community energy 

schemes across the world.15 This is very much a model in which 

people are participants and Citizens, not just Consumers.

What difference would it make for Patagonia to fully embrace 

the Citizen Story? Rather than selling products that make peo-

ple-as-Consumers the gentlest possible destroyers, the company 

would be equipping people-as-Citizens to be the human embod-

iment of  the beautiful nourishing presence of  the Earth that was 

its founding inspiration. That would be quite something.

Then imagine if  every ‘purposeful business’ were to join them.

***

Finally, turning to the institutions of  government, and the level 

of  the nation: consider New Zealand. Who doesn’t want to move 

there? Who doesn’t love New Zealand under the leadership of  

Jacinda Ardern? The island nation is widely held right now as the 

best we can be, the place from which the rest of  the world takes 

hope and inspiration. Ardern voluntarily formed a governing 

coalition with other political parties (notably including the Green 

Party) despite having a massive majority. Her sensitive response 

to the attack on the mosques in Christchurch rightly gave her hero 

status, as she donned a headscarf  in solidarity with the victims, 

and passed a ban on assault weapons. The country’s response 
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to the Covid pandemic has also been touted as exemplary, with 

Ardern using Facebook Live chats for Q&A sessions directly with 

ordinary people, which showcase her approachable, charismatic 

and compassionate communication style. We all just need to elect 

more Arderns, right?

With nothing but respect for Ardern… no.

This is no fault of  Ardern, but a call to all of  us to step into a 

greater role, and a call to the institutions of  government to open 

that role to us. In the Citizen Story, politics needs all of  us, not 

just the Great Leader standing out in front, however benevolent 

and of  whatever gender and disposition. When we look to the 

government official we ‘purchased’ with our vote to make all the 

bad things go away, to let us off the hook, that’s a fundamentally 

disempowering and anti-democratic arrangement.

As it happens, the Christchurch tragedy’s other major outcome 

was further heightening of  a mass surveillance programme 

in New Zealand, already flagged in 2014 by the whistleblower 

Edward Snowden as intrusive and total.16 There are serious ac-

ademics who complain the pandemic’s lockdown worsened the 

country’s ‘democratic deficits,’ with parliament adjourned and 

the media restricted. ‘The imbalance between those with power, 

and those trying to hold them to account, is getting worse.’17 

Meanwhile the issue of  housing has been a top concern of  New 

Zealanders for at least a decade, but one that the government 

consistently fails to prioritise. New Zealand has one of  the most 

unaffordable housing markets in the world, with one in every 

hundred people homeless, while the government’s affordable 

housing programme falls far short of  its goals. The indigenous 
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Māori people and Pasifika people are disproportionately im-

pacted – the issue of  their self-determination intersecting with 

housing. Leilani Farha, the UN special rapporteur on the right to 

adequate housing, has called New Zealand’s situation a human 

rights crisis, and pointed specific criticism not only at the absence 

of  a capital gains tax (an omission that favours the wealthy, and 

real estate speculation), but also at the three-year electoral cycle, 

which keeps governments in campaign mode, aka sales and 

public relations mode.18 Aka Consumer mode.

In fact, a dark cloud looms in New Zealand. In recent decades 

the country has become the real estate market of  choice for the 

superwealthy, a preferred site for their apocalypse bunkers and 

boltholes. PayPal founder Peter Thiel, the ‘techno-libertarian’ 

billionaire backer of  Donald Trump, was granted citizenship in 

return for agreeing to invest in New Zealand start-ups, without 

having spent more than a fortnight in the country. He purchased 

his citizenship, and then purchased a 477-acre property.19 Before 

a ban in 2018 on foreign buyers brought the mad rush to a halt, 

dozens of  other billionaires from Silicon Valley and elsewhere 

had likewise secured properties. Pair their nearly unfathomable 

financial clout with a sizeable far-right populist party, NZ First, 

that favours nationalism and protectionism, and what does the 

future of  New Zealand’s democracy look like? Is this really a 

nation set fair as an active member of  the global community? Or 

one in grave danger of  becoming the international equivalent of  

a gated community?

A dark cloud looms, but it is not inevitable. New Zealand could 

step into the Citizen Story. This would require putting into place 
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structures that actively invite involvement from and build trust 

with all its people. It would mean seizing the mandate that Ardern 

and her coalition have to open up participation in New Zealand’s 

democracy, and institutionalise those changes such that they 

cannot be unravelled by a future administration elected when 

the money adds up and the energy runs out. There would be a 

particular focus on involving the 16% who are Māori and over 7% 

who are Pasifika people, whose trust in a government that they 

understandably see as a legacy of  colonisation is fragile at best.

That might look like citizens’ assemblies, participatory budg-

eting, and crowdsourced solutions to the housing crisis and other 

burning issues. New Zealand is almost uniquely positioned to do 

this work, not just because of  Ardern’s majority, but because the 

country – and indeed the capital city of  Wellington, the seat of  

government – happens to have a large proportion of  the world’s 

most innovative developers of  the technological tools that support 

participation, like the members of  the Enspiral Collective who 

have developed world-leading tools like Loomio for collaborative 

decision-making and Cobudget for participatory budgeting. They 

are literally right down the street, and yet Ardern and the gov-

ernment have not invited them in (unlike in Taiwan, which has 

become the most Citizen government in the world, as Chapter 7 

will reveal).

***

This work constitutes an approach that one of  my mentors, 

the Israeli strategist and political economist Dr Orit Gal, calls 
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‘social acupuncture’: finding the intervention points in society 

where the energy for a new way of  doing things is ready to flow, 

and releasing it.20 In shifting the Consumer Story, the primary 

intervention points are the old organisations that tell and retell 

and retell that Consumer Story through their communication 

with us, the people. Each time we help an organisation adopt the 

Citizen Story instead, that releases energy, creating a new point 

of  light for the rest of  society to follow. The vital work in this time 

is to understand that our failing institutions can be reformed and 

reinvented from the Citizen Story; indeed, that we can reform 

and reinvent them, because that is what Citizens do.

THE TASK AT HAND

This book is intended to make sure we can embrace an alternative 

that too often in our history has fallen by the wayside, but repre-

sents our deepest selves. The Consumer Story has us in its grip 

today, and the Subject Story looms in the background. My aim 

is to make it possible for us to step into the Citizen Story, and to 

recognise and dismantle the other two.

The foundation for this work will be seeing ourselves anew: we 

need a deeper understanding of  human nature, embracing the 

truth that we are all creative, capable, caring creatures. Under-

standing this and reclaiming the language of  Citizenship is the 

task of  Part I.

This is who we are, but it is not who we tell ourselves we are.

Part II is about making visible the stories of  self  and society 

we live with and within now and in the past, how they filter our 

view of  the world, and as a result obscure the very real possibility 
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of  change. I will unpack the Consumer Story that has been the 

air we’ve been breathing for nearly 80 years (but no longer) and 

the Subject Story that came before it. I will explain the way these 

stories manifest and function; and what happens when they shift 

and change.

Finally, in Part III, we are ready for the real task, not just of  

seeing the Citizen Story, but of  stepping into it and unleashing 

our power. Once we see ourselves as Citizens, we demand that our 

organisations and institutions treat us as such. In this section, my 

aim is to provide the tools we will need in order to redesign and 

reinvent every institution and every organisation, across every 

sector, in the spirit of  the Citizen Story. While that might sound 

overwhelming, and indeed there are no magic solutions, I will 

show that the work itself  is actually more about getting out of  our 

own way and having a lot more fun in the process. In fact, what 

we are currently engaged upon is far more difficult and exhaust-

ing – like pushing water uphill. We stagger from crisis to crisis, 

struggling to respond from inside a Consumer Story which pits 

us against each other and indeed against ourselves, even as we 

most need to care and collaborate. Embracing the Citizen Story 

not only gives us the chance of  a future; the process itself  can be 

joyful, healing and fulfilling.

We need to see ourselves anew; and we need to do it now, 

before it is too late.
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