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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers are creative human actors in various

consumptionscapes (Ger and Belk 1996). Yet, consumer activity
goes far beyond that. Users join to make things on their own, share
it with their online friends, and even set up successful businesses.
Hence, they enter a new realm of consumer action which is actually
innovative, creative, and productive, entering the sphere of produc-
tion and entrepreneurship (Cova, Kozinets and Shankar 2007).

The objective of this research is to shed light on how inno-
tribes negotiate, resolve, and restate contradictions and tensions
that arise from their common practice as successful entrepreneurs.
I will juxtapose current views of consumer agency with an empiri-
cally informed description of the free and open source software (F/
OSS) movement–a global inno-tribe in cyberspace–and show how
they define their changing role in discourse. Free and open-source
projects have a long history of creating some of the world’s most
successful software applications. Today, F/OSS-projects have
reached the status of successful enterprises; they are forming
partnerships with important industrial players and governmental
institutions. Yet, their way of doing business is radically different
in that free and open-source software is distributed with human
readable source code, and free for download on the Internet.

Consumer Agency
Consumer agency in the literature has been dramaticized

(Giesler 2005; Kozinets and Handelman 2004) for one thing.
Researchers have argued that consumer groups’ emancipation from
market hegemony can be described as collective action or social
drama of a constant struggle against attempts of appropriation,
which eventually results in a renewed interpretation of the market-
place. Conversely, in the tradition of co-optation theory the success
of consumer activism has been questioned, postulating that con-
sumer activism finds its natural end in the appropriation of the
market (Heath and Potter 2004; Rushkoff and Goodman 2001). A
third and recent argument has been brought forward by Thompson
and Coskuner-Balli (2007) who have portrayed a consumer com-
munity that generated a countervailing market system in response
to corporate co-optation, globalization and commoditization. In-
stead of pursuing an antagonistic view in which producers and
consumers both vie for control, Kozinets et al. (2004) introduce the
model of the ludic consumer-producer, who engages in productive
performances that become part of the service.

In this article I offer a less dramaticized yet ideological; less
ludic yet playful; and a less co-optational view of consumer agency
and instead provide an entrepreneurial market narrative. Public
discourse on main newsforums and other sites, covering the years
2000 up to 2006 was used for analysis and interpretation. I chose a
grounded theory approach (Glaser 1978; Glaser and Strauss 1967;
Goulding 2002) adding non-participatory elements from Kozinets’
(2002b) netnography. I iteratively analyzed the data for emergent
themes and confronted my interpretations with the extant literature.

Findings
The public discourses of the F/OSS tribe are articulations of

consumers’ transition from participatory consumer cultures to an
active, empowered, yet also much more contradictory multitude of
innovating contributors. By negotiating the meaning and objective
of consumer agency and its contribution to society and economy in
discourse, the F/OSS tribe is beginning to move from a new social

movement to becoming an entrepreneurial culture. The key find-
ings show how they seek to define themselves at the crossroads of
Utopian romanticism and activism, pragmatic agency and skepti-
cism. These dialectical discourses merge into a collective imagina-
tion of the inno-tribe as a movemental, yet decently skeptical,
pragmatically acting group.

Utopian romanticist and activist narratives. The romantic and
the activist narratives determine whether betterment is more impor-
tant than empowerment. In entrepreneurial discourse both views
are vital as they provide the basic value system of the collective
endeavor on the one hand, and a corrective of thoughtless action, on
the other hand. Utopian romanticism is wrapped in altruist, gift-
giving narratives, and a strong emphasis on passionate work.
Activist discourse emphasizes resistance, freedom, and engages in
social critique. Freedom, helping behavior and gift-giving are
widely distributed notions, geared towards radical distinction from
current capitalist practices on the market. These altruist notions
imply a strong and deliberating force by emphasizing what they can
achieve together without being trapped in “little systems that only
help companies”. The notion of gift-giving is actually a romantic
interpretation of openness. Openness also serves a narcissist striv-
ing for fame and glory that comes with a passionately created
artwork that is cherished by the masses.

Pragmatic action and realist skepticism. Pragmatic discourse
is strongly advocating collaboration, sharing, concrete action, and
partnering with the industry. Realist skeptical discourse challenges
naïve romantic, and overly pragmatic action as well. These views
provide the hands-on work ethics for successful entrepreneurial
action on the one hand; on the other hand skeptics serve as a
‘controlling authority’ who warns about the perils of co-optation by
the hegemonic market forces. Both narratives derive from a deeply
realist world view which stands in sharp contrast to the romantic
and activist narrative. They provide the necessary ‘other side of the
coin’ that enables creative Collectives to act entrepreneurial. Yet,
a balance has to be achieved between pragmatic action and the
ideological identity project of the tribe, showing the limits of both
extremes. Contradictory stances are an important source of never-
ending discourse; multitudes are necessary for a constant re-
negotiation of identity.

Discussion
Participatory consumer cultures have been portrayed in the

literature as being different from traditional consumption cultures
in that they exhibit resisting characteristics and set up countervailing
markets. Our findings suggest that inno-tribes actually are as
entrepreneurial and capitalist in their underpinnings as they are
romantic and activist. The findings show that entrepreneurial tribes
are able to act within the dominant capitalist market logic however,
without giving up their identity. Entrepreneurial tribes contain a
multitude and a myriad of stances which have to be continually (re-
)negotiated in discourse. This multitude produces contradictions
and provokes tensions that have to be addressed in discourse. I
found that these contradictions are vital for inno-tribes’ identity
search and for the meaning construction of their entrepreneurial
endeavor.
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