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Introduction: 
The Problem with Consumerism 

 

 

 

From Access to Excess 

In Life, the Universe and Everything, one of his Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy 

books, Douglas Adams describes a cricket match, at Lords in London, in an imagined 

future, where both players and spectators become so absorbed in the game that they 

fail to notice a giant spaceship slowly moving into position overhead. It turns out that 

this deadly ship is hidden from their sight by a special type of shielding device. This 

exploits a recently discovered ‘field’, which Adams, tongue-in-cheek, calls the 

‘Somebody Else’s Problem Field’. This natural field is difficult for observers to focus 

on, since it always appears to be just outside their range of attention or interest.1  

 

I would like to suggest here that the mental game of consumerism – of thinking about 

what we like or dislike, comparing what we have with what others have, and imagining 

what we might just need – has a similarly distracting and blinding effect. It has become 

so absorbing and apparently urgent that it is difficult to see outside its magic circle, and 

the ‘invisible’ opponents gathering in the background, even if these have become 

increasingly apparent to science.  

 

Bombarded by the media with deceptive information encouraging us to buy more, or at 

least to have as much as the next person, most of us cannot make much sense of how 

our way of life might influence Climate Change. It seems too ‘far away’, too big in 

scale and slow moving, and too long-term in its effects. And most scientists are not so 

good at telling us what we should be doing about it. 

 

In fact, few now really understand the connection between their everyday lives and 

Climate Change. After years of publicity campaigns that feature scary science and 

target the damaging effects of individual behaviour, too many people now imagine that 

they are somehow ‘at fault’. Feeling unfairly blamed for what they cannot control, 

some react by denying the problem in the first place: the scientists must be wrong; 

Climate Change is all ‘natural’; it is all about sunspots, long-term trends, or something 

else ‘out there’.2  

 

Talking about consumerism and sustainability in the same sentence might be easier 

than talking about consumerism and Climate Change, but it is still not easy, since most 

people immediately resort to a moral stance, and a blame game. The very term 

‘consumerism’ reflects the likes, dislikes, interests and beliefs of those who use it. 

Most of us, when we use this term, instinctively refer to 'other' people, those ‘over 

there’– perhaps the very rich who waste money on ‘rubbish’, unlike us – or perhaps to 

                                                
1 Adams, D. (1982) Life, the Universe and Everything. London: Pan Books: 28-9; and see also Gardiner, 

S.M. (2011) A Perfect Moral Storm: The Ethical Tragedy of Climate Change. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.  

2 Maniates, M. (2002) ‘Individualization: plant a tree, buy a bike, save the world?’ in Princen, T. 

Maniates, M. & Conca, K. (Eds.) Confronting Consumption. Cambridge, Mass: MIT: 43-65. 



 3 

some obnoxious individual whose behaviour we personally dislike. Consumerism is 

thus a moral, judgemental, ideological term, with significant political and social 

implications.3   

 

A glance at the history of this term shows that it has never attained the status of an 

objective concept like the economists’ ‘consumer’ or ‘consumption’. Instead, 

'consumerism' is one of those key terms that suggest conflict and tension – in this case 

conflict over resources, over what we receive for what we do, and over why others 

seem to have more or less, sometimes undeservedly.  In modern societies there has 

always been a tension between the promise of industrialism to provide access to 

essential goods and services for everyone, according to our needs, and the reality, 

which often comes down to a life of hard work and sacrifice, as we attempt to earn 

enough to pay for what we think we need.  

 

This ideological, moral inference in the word ‘consumerism’ is evident in the way it 

has been used in in three quite distinct ways: first, as a collaborative, political 

movement to protect consumers and their interests from predatory retailers and pay day 

lenders; second, as an approach to economic policy that emphasised the benefits of 

manufacturing more consumer goods as a means of generating prosperity; and more 

recently, as a wasteful excess in consumption, a cycle of endless shopping, 

accumulation and discard, stimulated by a remorseless, ubiquitous media.  

 

Since the late 1970s sociologists have added a fourth, only slightly more objective, 

definition of this term. Typically, this depicts consumerism as something of a material-

cultural accompaniment of industrial mass consumption – ‘a way of life’ and ‘state of 

mind’ involving the many thoughts and activities associated with consumption. This 

definition reflects the fact that more and more people now feel obliged to think about, 

compare, evaluate, purchase, use, and then discard what they think they need, in ever 

larger volumes, and in an increasingly rapid cycle of ‘buy, use, and trash’.4  

 

Our increasing engagement in this last type of consumerism reflects large scale, long-

term changes, including a steady rise in the amount of money available for 

‘discretionary spending’. Average spending on food, for example, has fallen in the 

developed world from about half of most people’s incomes to less than 10% today.  

The price of many goods and services has also fallen relative to the cost of production, 

advertising has become more pervasive, and the idea that we can improve ourselves 

through consumption itself has taken hold in more and more people.  

 

Encouraged by rapid technological change, economic globalisation, unprecedented 

population growth, massive urbanisation, and a global 24-hour mass media, since the 

early 1980s consumerism has become the most visible universal cultural expression of 

economic life. For individuals everywhere, even for the poor, it has become a vehicle 

for self-expression and social aspiration. Labourers in South America and Thailand 

                                                
3 See Brulle, R.J. (2013) ‘Institutionalizing delay: foundation funding and the creation of U.S. climate 

change counter-movement organizations’, Climactic Change, 122.4: 1-14; and Norgaard, K.M. 

(2011) Living in Denial: Climate Change, Emotions and Everyday Life. Cambridge, MA: MIT. 

4 See Swagler, R. (1994) ‘Evolution and applications of the term consumerism: Theme and variations’, 

Journal of Consumer Affairs, 28. 2: 347; Smart, B. (2010), Consumer Society: critical issues and 

environmental consequences. London: Sage, especially 8 ff. 
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now aspire to own a pair of Nike shoes or Rayban sunglasses, even if they must make 

considerable sacrifices to do so.   

 

Because consumerism today requires such a rapid cycle of purchase, use and discard, it 

also results in premature wastage, since what we have will seem ‘older' much sooner. 

For example, of the approximately 1.5 million new Apple iPhones sold across the 

world on the first day of sale in 2010, over three quarters were bought by people who 

already possessed an iPhone.5  

 

This increasingly rapid cycle of purchase, use and discard, is made possible not only 

by greater technological efficiencies, but also by a steady reduction in the many 

obstacles that once limited our capacity to purchase new products. Lower prices that do 

not accurately reflect the environmental costs of extraction and production, easy credit, 

new ways of purchasing online, instant transactions, and more intensive, invasive 

forms of advertising and branding, all make buying so much easier. A hundred years 

ago only the wealthy could be so blasé about shopping as so many are now. 

 

The rise in the volume of consumption per person over the last thirty years not only 

creates more waste and takes up more time, but also consumes more energy and 

resources. When mobile phones first became popular in the 1990s we might have 

predicted that the average user would need up to 20 or so handsets over the course of a 

lifetime; at current rates of consumption, we can now assume this figure is over 30. We 

can add to the environmental load of this figure the much longer tail of extraction and 

manufacture, including water, energy and mineral resources, and the eventual costs of 

each product’s disposal, yet another environmental cost that is never paid. 

 

 

Consumerism as Deception 

As many have argued, current resource consumption rates are entirely unsustainable, 

even if we factor in increasing technological efficiencies. In a field of continuous 

technological innovation and expanding consumption rates, efficiency gains are soon 

overwhelmed by increases in demand and use. For example, India's new Tata car has a 

tiny motor with relatively low emissions; it retails for the equivalent of $2500 US 

dollars. However, its sales to India’s burgeoning middle class are expected to amount 

rapidly to millions. This necessarily outweighs the greater efficiencies of its motor – a 

phenomenon evident in the sale of many other supposedly greener cars, appliances and 

devices.6  

 

At first sight, we can see the benefits of this consumerism; through individual choice 

and the availability of such low priced goods someone who could not afford a car can 

now do so, opening up possibilities they could never have entertained before. 

However, as with so many other technological consumer products, once the car is 

adopted, it soon edges out its slower, less convenient, but more sustainable rivals, and 

                                                
5 Kim, S. & Paulos, E. (2011) ‘Practices in the Creative Reuse of e-Waste.’ Human Factors in 

Computing Systems: Proceedings of SIGCHI, Vancouver, Canada: 2395-6; and see Wilhelm, W., 

Yankov, A. & Magee, P. (2011) ‘Mobile Phone Consumption Behaviour and the Need for 

Sustainability Innovations’, Journal of Strategic Innovation and Sustainability, 7.2: 20-40. 

6 See Vail, J. (2008) ‘The Tata Nano strikes back—Does Jevons’ Paradox apply to productivity, too?’ 

The Oil Drum http://www.theoildrum.com/node/3561 accessed May 1 2013. 

http://www.theoildrum.com/node/3561
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‘locks’ its users into a dependence that cannot easily be escaped. Where there is a 

poorly organised public transport service, or none, it is unlikely the consumer can 

choose not to drive, or do anything except what her neighbours do.7  

  

In many cities around the world driving is now ‘compulsory,’ since it is extremely 

difficult, even heroic, to live without a car when there are few available alternatives. 

Our currently expanding rates and volumes of consumption are enabled and 

encouraged through means like these. What the individual does cannot count for much 

when everyone else is obliged to drive.  

 

Developed over many years, systems like these necessarily involve massive ‘sunk 

costs’, or irrecoverable investments in money, time, energy, materials and skilled 

labour. Over time, such systems also produce cultural and social effects, sometimes 

termed ‘sunk-cost effects’. These ‘legacy effects’ normalise how we experience the 

system concerned, its rules or norms, and the behaviour it enables.8 

  

We display an apparently unshakeable commitment to the forms of modernisation we 

have inherited, along with their more obvious disadvantages. This is what lies behind 

many of the political and economic compromises over the environment we have 

witnessed over the last three decades – from the famous Brundtland report of 1987, 

which outlines the need for ‘sustainable development’ (and consumption), to this 

year’s Paris agreement. 

 

The effects, or more properly, ‘fallacies’, of our larger provisioning systems 

necessarily blind us, as users, to their disadvantages, and to the advantages of 

established alternatives. Such sunk-cost fallacies also underwrite our deception as 

consumers. This ‘deception’ is not the simple fact of being misled, as in the case of 

bogus advertising, but a long-term, mutually beneficial agreement to remain in 

ignorance; we literally don’t want to know the negative effects of our everyday, 

seemingly necessary but convenient actions. This deception is shared between 

consumers and producers, who also gain their own advantages from maintaining the 

status quo.  

 

This deception starts with the consumer’s commitment to a product that promises to 

satisfy an identified ‘need’, perhaps one that the media has defined or reminded her of. 

Perhaps it is a ‘wrinkle-reducing’ face cream. Its value to her is then increased through 

the transaction itself, which encourages her to believe that what is now hers is good, 

and does what it claims to do. Such everyday commitments give consumerism its 

cumulative power and moral weight; as we buy and use, we become committed to the 

product for which we have sacrificed our money, and the time and effort this 

represents to us.  

 

                                                
7 See Sanne, C. (2002) ‘Willing Consumers – or locked-in? Policies for a Sustainable Consumption’, 

Ecological Economics, 42: 273-287; and Soron, D. (2009) ‘Driven to Drive: Cars and the 

Problem of ‘Compulsory Consumption’, in Conley, J. & McLaren, A.T. (Eds.) Car Troubles: 

Critical Studies of Automobility and Auto-Mobility. Farnham, UK: Ashgate: 181-197. 

8 See Kelly, T. (2004) ‘Sunk Costs, Rationality and Acting for the Sake of the Past’, Nous, 38.1: 60-85; 

and also Arkes, H.R., & Blumer, C. (1985) ‘The Psychology of Sunk Cost.’ Organizational 

Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 35.1: 124–40.  
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Consumerism as Waste Making 

Consumerism is also characterized by waste-making. It requires the removal of the 

seemingly ‘old’ to make way for the new, the latest and the ‘best’. To persuade us to 

throw away something like a mobile phone that might only be one or two years old, or 

to encourage us to use items that can only be used once, depends on self-deception, 

and a willingness to ‘discount’ or devalue what we might hold in our hands. 

 

A familiar example of this relationship between consumption, deception and waste, 

can be seen in our present coffee culture. To ‘save time’, we now drink coffee from 

throwaway plastic-lined paper cups, even though they are most often unrecyclable and 

generate substantial emissions in their manufacture and disposal. Starbucks alone is 

said to need 8 million of these cups every day. In many parts of the world, such 

plastic/paper cups, along with plastic bags, soft drink cartons, and plastic snack 

packets, end up, more or less immediately, in the waste stream.  

 

We want to believe they are recyclable, and that ‘someone’ will fix this problem. 

Those who recognise that there is, in fact, no one behind the curtain managing this 

problem, and that there is just a large and growing pile of these rapidly discarded 

things ‘out there’, will attempt to change their behaviour. They might adopt the ‘Keep-

cup’ approach, or bring their own mug or glass. But this will probably not change the 

behaviour of others, who will regard the 'Keep-cup' as strange, unless the café 

concerned really tries to encourage more pro-environmental behaviours.9 

  

In the argument that follows in this book, I emphasise that consumerism necessarily 

involves this kind of deception, and also a waste making which remains largely 

concealed from us. This is in part stimulated by stylistic or technical obsolescence, and 

in part by a mental ‘discounting’ of the value of what we have. This is a process that 

starts in comparison. When we see something newer and seemingly better than what 

we already have, this renders what we have less valuable, until it becomes ‘old’, in our 

eyes, and ready to be given or thrown away. 

 

The problem of this increasingly rapid and extensive creation of waste has three related 

dimensions. Firstly, present global rates of production for consumption generate waste 

in unmanageable quantities. These volumes cannot be dealt with effectively, except in 

a few clean, post-industrial cities like mine, which have advanced engineering services 

and good collection systems. In the rest of the world, we are looking at an 

unmanageable regime that tries to ‘catch up’ with the waste created. After all, only 

about half of the world’s population presently experiences any formal collection of 

waste, just as only 50% of our global population has access to modern sanitation. This 

means for more than three billion people waste is a form of pollution. 

 

Secondly, most wastes now contain large proportions of environmentally persistent or 

toxic substances – chemicals, plastics, metals and cements – often fused together, 

which are then broken down into smaller, less visible, pollutants. These soon ‘escape’ 

                                                
9 See Wright, S, Gregory, S & Kalaian, S. (2011) ‘Environmental Purchasing Practices and 

Environmental Beliefs of Stand-Alone Coffee Shop Owners and Managers.’ Journal of 

Foodservice Business Research, 14.2: 180-188; and McCollough, J. (2012) ‘Determinants of a 

throwaway society - A sustainable consumption issue’. Journal of Socio - Economics, 41.1: 110. 
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from their short-lived homes, and most cannot be easily recaptured and reused in any 

useful form. Marine scientists can now photograph plankton that glow with micro-

plastics from cosmetics and other products inside them, and regularly find young dead 

seabirds with their stomachs full of brightly coloured plastics, fed to them in innocence 

by their parents.10 

 

Thirdly, consumerism’s reliance on the rapid removal of the ‘old’ to make space for 

the new, the ‘discounting’ noted above, has turned waste making and the deception it 

involves into an almost universal commercial strategy. Reuse, second-hand markets, 

and recycling, for all their obvious value, cannot keep up with the massive volumes of 

stuff being created. Recycling might convert around 20% of our managed waste 

globally to resources that can be used once again, and this percentage might rise to 

60% in well-managed cities like mine, but globally this means that a large proportion 

of our waste becomes pollution more or less immediately, or shortly after discard, even 

if it is technically ‘recyclable’. 

  

Figure 1: Rubbish in the Ciliwung River, Jakarta, Indonesia. Photo: J. Devlin (2015) 

 

  

A Brief History of Modern Consumerism 

Historians have traced the development of our consumer society in Europe and 

America, over the last five hundred years, back to the first European attempts to gain 

safer access, by sea, to the fabled spices, silks, jewels and other luxuries of the East. 

This first stage in the development of a modern consumer society is often associated 

with the adoption of new and exotic novelties and luxury goods, including tea, coffee, 

spices, silks, cottons, ceramics, exotic woods, plants and drugs.  

 

At this time questions of access to consumption were couched in terms of ‘luxury. 

Indeed, debates about these new luxuries became a way of talking about many related 

things, including trade itself, manufacturing, money, and the morality of spending. 

This early first phase of our developing consumer society was mainly restricted to an 

urban elite, who could afford these goods, even if some of these goods, such as cotton 

cloth, coffee and tea, were soon within the reach of many more ordinary people.11  

  

The second phase of this development, beginning in late eighteenth and nineteenth 

century Europe and America, has been associated with industrialisation and the rise of 

a larger urban middle class, who by the beginning of the nineteenth century made up to 

about ten percent of the population of Britain. In this larger society of consumers, the 

economic terms ‘consumption’ and ‘consumer’ were used more widely to talk about 

the spread and use of new manufactured goods.  

 

                                                
10 See Liboiron, M. (2015/6) ‘Redefining Pollution and Action: The Matter of Plastics.’ Journal of 

Material Culture, 21.1: 1-24; and IWSA (2014) Waste Atlas: 2014. (ISWA), at 

http://www.atlas.d-waste.com/Documents/Waste-Atlas-report-2014-webEdition.pdf accessed 

May 1, 2015. 

11 See Berg, M. (1999) ‘New Commodities, Luxuries, and Their Consumers in Eighteenth-Century 

England,’ in M. Berg & Clifford, H. (Eds.), Consumers and Luxury: Consumer Culture in 

Europe, 1650–1850 Manchester: Manchester University Press: 63–85. 

http://www.atlas.d-waste.com/Documents/Waste-Atlas-report-2014-webEdition.pdf
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As cities grew and the numbers of consumers increased, the ‘consumer’ and her needs 

attained a greater economic and political importance. Closely tied to the cooperative 

movement and the early history of the labour movement, concern for the wellbeing of 

the consumer generated associations to protect consumers and ensure they had access 

to the necessities of life. This political defence of the consumer’s interests was later 

retrospectively termed ‘consumerism’.12 

  

From the 1880s to about 1920 we can insert a third phase into this brief history of our 

consumer society, when the politics of consumption, of access to the necessities of life, 

and the receipt of a ‘living wage’, became a dominant concern in all industrial 

societies. This was marked by the rise of modern economics, modern socialism, trade 

unionism and political parties associated with the defence of the ‘working class’. 

 

One of the more significant early economists (after Karl Marx) to explore the tension 

between consumption’s promise to provide access for the majority, and the 

‘conspicuous consumption’ of the wealthy, was Thorstein Veblen (1857-1929), whose 

key ideas I will be occasionally referencing here. His Theory of the Leisure Class 

(1899) remains a perceptive study of the role of emulation in turning consumption 

itself, along with ‘conspicuous leisure’ and ‘conspicuous waste’, into a means for 

asserting social distinction, and a model for others to follow.13 

  

A little later, in the 1920s and 1930s, ‘consumerism’ came to be understood as an 

economic strategy that stimulated or favoured an increase in the production of 

consumer goods. It was believed that an increase in the circulation of goods would 

help raise the nation’s living standards – an idea that became especially attractive in 

the Depression. By working and then consuming, ordinary people would benefit 

others, whose consumption would in turn benefit them, in an unceasing virtuous circle 

that would provide employment and rising incomes for all.14  

  

The myth of the ‘consumer as citizen’ established in the late nineteenth century was 

early associated with this second definition of so-called ‘economic’ consumerism. 

Revived and slightly reconfigured during the Cold War, and again after 9/11 in the 

‘war on terror’, the ‘consumer citizen’ involves another form of consumer deception, 

since it enables a rhetorical link to be made, not only between the self-interest of the 

individual consumer and that of the corporation, but also between these and the 

nation’s own interests.  

 

                                                
12 See Gurney, P. (2005) ‘The Battle of the Consumer in Postwar Britain’, Journal of Modern History, 

77.4: 956-987; Hilton, M. (2007) ‘Consumers and the State since the Second World War’, The 

Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences, 611: 66-81. 

13 Dwyer, R. (2009) ‘Making a habit of it: positional consumption, conventional action and the standard 

of living’, Journal of Consumer Culture, 9.3: 328-347; and Veblen, T. (2007) Theory of the 

Leisure Class. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

14 Dickinson, G. (2005) ‘Selling Democracy: Consumer Culture and Citizenship in Wake of September 

11’, Southern Communication Journal, 70.4: 271-284; Marchand, R. (1998) Creating the 

Corporate Soul. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press; and Cohen, L., (2004) A 

Consumers’ Republic. New York: Vintage Books. 
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The allied victory in the Second World War and the rise of America as a global power 

ensured that, after the War, this model of democratic ‘economic consumerism’ became 

the dominant strategy of Western governments and a means of distinguishing the West 

from the Communist East. The spread of this economic ideal resulted in what might be 

seen here as a fourth phase in the development of today’s ‘consumer society’– a 

‘democratisation’ of a type of consumerism that in the nineteenth century had been 

largely restricted to the middle classes.  

 

The first part of this book overviews the main themes to be found in the development 

of this consumer society, at least up to the 1970s. These include the role of luxury in 

stimulating consumption (chapter 1), the role of imitation in production, consumption 

and design (chapter 2), the role of idealisation and ideology in design, production and 

consumption (chapter 3), and the development of large scale technological systems 

enabling consumption in an increasingly urbanised world (chapter 4). 

 

 

Consumerism in the Post-War Economy 

The fourth phase of our little history of consumer society was marked by the 

widespread acceptance in the West of the idea that a modern democratic society 

required not only wider access to education and employment based on ability and skill, 

but also an economy based largely on the production and distribution of consumer 

goods. This, it was believed, would raise living standards, avoid the social conflicts 

that had marred the interwar period, and increase prosperity for all.  

 

As the economist and business consultant, Victor Lebow, explained in a remarkably 

candid and often quoted article for the Journal of Retailing in 1955: 

 
Our enormously productive economy demands that we make consumption our way 

of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that we seek our 

spiritual satisfactions, our ego satisfactions, in consumption. The measure of social 

status, of social acceptance, of prestige, is now to be found in our consumptive 

patterns. The very meaning and significance of our lives today are expressed in 

consumptive terms…. We need things consumed, burned up, worn out, replaced, 

and discarded at an ever-increasing pace.15 

 

Lebow went on to summarise the purpose of this more intensive expression of 

‘economic consumerism’, which was to benefit production as well as consumption, 

and to lift the standard of living, in this way keeping workers in the West safe from the 

siren song of communism. As he claimed, ‘the total effect of all the advertising and 

promotion and selling is to create and maintain the multiplicity and intensity of wants 

that are the spur to the standard of living in the United States.’  

 

While individual campaigns for certain products might or might not be successful, he 

declared, the overall effect was to shift consumers’ commitments to new wants and 

expectations. This candid admission explains precisely how advertising works in the 

economic system: not necessarily in the individual terms of one product over another, 

                                                
15 Lebow, V. (1955) ‘Price competition in 1955,’ Journal of retailing, 31.1: 5-11; and see Trentmann, 

F. (2011) ‘Consumers as Citizens: Tensions and Synergies’, in K. M. Ekstrom & Glans, K. (Eds.) 

Beyond the Consumption Bubble. London: Routledge: 99-111; and Cohen, L. (2004) A 

Consumers’ Republic, New York: Vintage. 
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but in shaping the wants of large numbers into needs, which then, through emulation, 

over time, becoming ‘essentials’ for everyone at a certain income level.16 

 

The post-war economic ‘long boom’ of the 1950s and 1960s was accompanied by a 

massive increase in oil production and a decline in its price relative to that of other 

goods and services. Termed the ‘1950s Syndrome’ by the environmental historian, 

Christian Pfister, this ‘growth economy’ was enabled by the expansion of new post-

war industries, particularly large-scale car-manufacturing, chemicals, plastics and 

electronics – all heavy emitters in their own right. 

 

The car itself was a key vector in this transformation, extending cities and creating a 

range of dependent practices in its wake. In this book, much of my discussion about 

systems refers to this period, and the dynamic nexus between cheap energy, industrial 

expansion, and rising levels of consumption – most typically based on the car and its 

transformation of the city. This entered a dramatically accelerated phase from the early 

1980s as this growth model was gradually exported to the rest of the world.17  

 

What seemed most urgent in the 1950s was an economic transformation that would 

raise living standards and increase a broadly democratic commitment to a modern, 

progressive consumer society. At the time, this growth economy was explained using 

the rhetoric of the Cold War: a national, democratic, consumption-driven 

modernisation would guarantee access to essential goods and services for all.  

  

This was envisioned and shaped by the application of science, technology and design. 

It is no accident that the 1950s are widely regarded by design historians as a ‘golden 

age’ for modern design. Certainly, the design and production of consumer goods, along 

with marketing and advertising, became key economic and political strategies among 

the Western allies. Likened to an economic perpetual motion machine, it was thought 

that growth based on consumption, and enabled by cheap energy and the application of 

technology, would benefit all. It could save the world from the terrors of the past and, 

along with pre-emptive nuclear armaments, from the dangers of the Cold War.18  

 

However, at the very moment when this dream of access for all was closest to being 

realised, the word consumerism was adopted again – this time with its more typical 

contemporary meaning of 'excess', or ‘excessive devotion to consumption activities’. 

This more negative use of the term was also, and for the first time, directly related to 

the growing threat of environmental damage, and to the implicit contradiction between 

                                                
16 See Alexander, J., Crompton, T. & Shrubsole, G. (2010) Think of me as evil? Opening the ethical 

debates in advertising. Godalming, Surrey: PIRC, WWF-UK 

17 Pfister, C. (2010) ‘The “1950s Syndrome” and the transition from a slow growing to a rapid loss of 

global sustainability’, in Uekoetter, F., (ed.) Turning Points of Environmental History 

(Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010): 90-118; and see McNeill, J.R. & 

Engelke, P. (2014) The Great Acceleration: An Environmental History of the Anthropocene 

since 1945. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

18 Crowley, D. (2008) ‘Europe Reconstructed, Europe Divided’. in D. Crowley & Pavitt, J. (Eds.), Cold 

War Modern: Design, 1945-1970. London: Victoria and Albert Museum: 43-65; and Oldenziel, 

R. & Zachmann, K. (Eds.) (2009) Cold War Kitchen: Americanization, Technology and 

European Users. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
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the claims made of this consumer democracy and the realities of the economic, social, 

gender and racial inequalities that were to be found within it. The Vietnam War made 

this contradiction more sharply felt as concerns with industry’s capacity to wreak 

environmental damage became more widespread, and anxieties about the threat of a 

possibly imminent nuclear war grew.  

  

The now widely adopted interpretation of consumerism as ‘excess’ was also shaped by 

the rhetoric of the 1960s counterculture. Individual choices in consumption became 

opportunities for revealing and remaking identity, a way of showing off a dedication to 

peace and social equality, and a commitment to saving the environment. Young 

radicals interpreted everyday consumerism, as promoted by the TV, the newspapers 

and magazines, as a means of social control by the ‘establishment’. The Counterculture 

contested this ‘control’ of consumption and argued instead that consumption was an 

opportunity for self-expression and personal transformation – a theme I return to in the 

second part of this book. 

 

In the late 1960s, then, what a person chose to consume came to be seen in moral 

terms, and as a form of commitment, which could make all the difference to the 

individual and the world. Music, clothes, new ‘personal’ technologies and, later, 

personal computers, all became ‘tools for living’, in opposition to the addictive, 

damaging products of the corporate ‘establishment’ and ‘TV culture’.19  

 

The fifth and final stage in the journey towards today’s consumer society, most evident 

from the late 1970s onwards, was accompanied by an exponential increase in 

consumption associated with globalisation and computerisation. This was accompanied 

by an equally exponential rise in greenhouse gas emissions – ‘a great acceleration’ that 

has at last brought consumerism to the attention of governments, economists, policy 

makers and business leaders. 

 

As I try to show in the second part of this book, this historical trajectory has developed 

a momentum of its own that has become embedded in the ‘sunk cost effects’ of our 

technological systems, and in the norms and expectations of consumerism. In this more 

recent period the individual consumer’s goals and values have been progressively reset 

to the terms, rhythms and needs of the market, which is itself driven by the engine of 

demand created by a now global consumerism.20  

 

Starting from the meritocratic, democratic idealism of the Cold War, we have entered a 

world where economic and political survival now seems to depend on an expansive 

consumerism, whose direct results are the environmental crisis that we can see around 

us. In the second part of this book I look at what I take to be the main accelerators of 

this final, and most seriously dangerous phase in the development of our consumer 

society, from the mid-seventies to the present. This includes an intensification of social 

comparison and competition (Chapter 5), the acceleration of communication unleashed 

                                                
19 Rome, A. (2003) ‘“Give Earth a Chance”: The Environmental Movement and the Sixties’, Journal of 

American History, 90.2: 525-554; and Turner, F. (2006) From Counterculture to Cyberculture: 

Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth Network, and the Rise of Digital Utopianism. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press. 

20 Steffen, W. Crutzen, P.J., & McNeil, J.R. (2007) ‘The Anthropocene: Are Humans Now 

Overwhelming the Great Forces of Nature?’ Ambio, 36.8: 614-621. 
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by computerization (Chapter 6), and the transformation of our understanding and 

experience of nature and environment (Chapter 7). 

  

 

Returning to Sustainability 

Since the 1980s, and influenced by a growing environmental movement, three distinct 

approaches to solving the problem of consumerism and its impact on our environment 

have risen to prominence.  

 

The first is sometimes termed ‘green growth’ or ‘eco-modernization’. Its history 

stretches back to the sixties’ ‘back to the land’ environmentalists’ fascination with 

alternative technologies, including solar panels, the use of wind-turbines to drive 

generators, and composting toilets. Despite its ‘alternative’ tag, it has become a 

dominant technocratic response to our environmental crisis, and is now driven largely 

by various forms of engineering and environmental science. 

 

This approach emphasises the importance of changing our technological systems, 

methods of generating energy, of designing and manufacturing products, to more 

sustainable ones, and measuring these against the lower environmental standards of the 

past. ‘Low carbon’ products and systems, so this argument goes, will reduce our 

emissions, largely through evidence-based interventions that prioritise technological 

innovation and efficiency gains. America’s LEED rating systems for new buildings, 

along with the use of PVC solar panels for electricity generation, are representative of 

this more widely supported approach.21 

 

The second approach, in part a reaction to the first’s evident neglect of the problem of 

consumerism and its escalatory dynamic, advances the idea of ‘de-growth’ and a more 

radical reduction in the volumes of consumption itself. Its methods range from 

voluntary lifestyle changes, to the imposition of controls on industry and limiting 

economic policies. The aim is to reduce overall volumes of production and 

consumption, in readiness for a ‘post-carbon world’. The main targets of de-growth 

advocates are not the technical advances suggested by proponents of ‘green growth’, 

but the prevailing neoliberal economic system and its prioritisation of consumerism, 

typically at the expense of the environment. 

 

The third approach is more closely related, in many respects, to the first than to the 

second. It emphasises the value of a ‘circular economy’ – one where each supplier 

extracts more value from a product or service, by reusing resources and employing 

more people to do so, and by exchanging unwanted resources with others. Closely 

associated with the work of Walter Stahel and his associates working for the original 

Club of Rome in the 1970s, this approach emphasises the importance of a more 

systematic pathway to a reduction in energy and resource use. In some respects it 

refers back to the more ‘circular’ world of our grandparents, when most useful things 

were kept for much longer and reused.22   

                                                
21 See Jakob, M. & Edenhofer, O. (2014) ‘Green growth, degrowth, and the commons’, Oxford Review 

of Economic Policy, 30.3: 447-468; and Schneider, F., Kallis, G., & Martinez-Alier, J. (2010) 

‘Crisis or Opportunity? Economic degrowth for social equity and ecological sustainability.’ 

Journal of Cleaner Production, 18: 511-518, and the other articles in this special issue. 

22 Strasser, S. (2003) ‘The Alien Past: Consumer Culture in Historical Perspective’. Journal of 

Consumer Policy, 26.4: 375-393; and Webster, K. (2013) The Circular Economy: A Wealth of 
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Now of particular interest in China and the EU, the circular economy aims to transform 

production and consumption, but also to reinterpret that much abused idea of 

‘efficiency’. For proponents of the circular economy desire us to move from a situation 

where we might rush a product to market, sell it for the highest price to the greatest 

number, and then do the same again, to one where we can create added value by 

reusing every part of a product, either before or after use. So in this approach, for 

example, there is much interest in strategies like product service systems, that is trying 

to extend our relationship with the product by turning it into a complete service 

system, as manufacturers of some photocopiers do already.  

  

It does not take much to realise that while each of these approaches has value, their 

main weaknesses seem to be centred on how they approach consumerism. For 

example, the first appears to accept consumerism as a necessary evil that will be more 

or less automatically reduced through technological innovation and increasing eco-

efficiencies. The evidence for such assumptions is clearly insufficient. The second 

makes no such assumptions and at least takes consumerism seriously. However, there 

seems to be considerable difficulties explaining how consumption levels might be 

practically reduced without considerable social disruption. The third is still grappling 

with the implications of the problem that consumerism presents. For while the circular 

economy may reduce the consumption of resources, it is not always clear how this 

reduction will translate into changed consumer behaviour. 

 

To these approaches a fourth might be added, which also has its share of supporters, 

myself included. This derives from development economics, and argues that a 

sustainable economy must not only recognise the value of the environment, but also 

the value of social welfare and wellbeing. This means, for example, typical non-

monetary exchanges, such as those involving volunteers, should be included in our 

understanding of what the economy is, and how we can judge its health. Wellbeing, 

certainly, can’t be mapped or enumerated by GDP, but it is reflected in a myriad of 

daily activities, many of which cannot be recorded as transactions. 

 

As the economist Amartya Sen notes, in his work on famine, the mere presence of a 

market cannot define an economy and its purpose. It cannot even guarantee that food 

will be available for the hungry, or be equitably distributed, as he discovered. The 

‘standard of living’, he argued, is never guaranteed by the presence of a free market. It 

is only ensured through stable institutions and strong community relationships, which, 

like many societies’ ‘volunteer economy’, pre-exists and upholds the regular market 

economy. The work of most women as carers, for example, cannot be rewarded in 

financial terms; yet without this work, all known economies would cease to exist.23  

 

I treat this fourth strand here with considerable interest, since Sen’s argument tries to 

make clear that the purpose of the economy, and of consumption itself, is to ensure the 

                                                
Flows (online) at http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications/the-circular-economy-a-

wealth-of-flows accessed July 1, 2015. 

23 See Jackson, T. (2006) ‘Consuming Paradise? Towards a Social and Cultural Psychology of 

Sustainable Consumption’, in Jackson, T. (Ed.) The Earthscan Reader in Sustainable 

Consumption. London: Earthscan: 367-395; and Robeyns, I. (2005) ‘The Capability Approach: a 

theoretical survey’, Journal of Human Development, 6.1: 93-117.  

http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications/the-circular-economy-a-wealth-of-flows
http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications/the-circular-economy-a-wealth-of-flows
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development of the individual’s capabilities, and not just to encourage ‘growth’ 

through consumerism. In this approach what is and should be prioritised is the removal 

of those basic obstacles that prevent the development of our capabilities, such as 

hunger, thirst, lack of shelter, education and meaningful employment. To this, we 

might add the need to reduce and eliminate the deception, waste-making and social 

competition consumerism engenders, since this undermines the stable institutions and 

strong community relationships on which the market itself depends.  

 

From this brief overview, I would like to suggest that all four general approaches to 

generating more sustainable systems of production and consumption are important, and 

can inform an approach to imagining and progressively implementing more sustainable 

forms of consumption and production. In their own ways each aims to increase human 

well-being, to eradicate poverty, and to reduce the damage we are inflicting on the 

environment.  

 

In the last part of this book I return to look at the problem of sustainable consumption 

from this perspective (Chapter 8). Drawing on the history, psychology and social 

organisation of consumption, I suggest how some very simple changes in approach, led 

by design, can help us reconfigure the values, attitudes, relationships and practices 

presently generating over-consumption in so many areas (Chapters 9 and 10). While I 

provide few ‘solutions’, I try to suggest those means to solve our problems that seem 

most promising, and less destructive of the environment.  
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