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Abstract 
 

In the following C-Level Thesis, the geographically isolated consumer society 

that has evolved in the developed world is examined through discourse analysis. This 

research frames the issue of material consumption in a historical context and then 

interrogates the modern task of sustainability. Through review and analysis of current 

discourse in the sociopolitical field of sustainable consumption, this paper critically 

analyzes the development of modern consumer culture. The concept of ecological 

citizenship is presented and inspected as an effective strategy for the realization of 

sustainability and is viewed as a unifier of the many conflicting discourses on sustainable 

consumption. The dominant institutional discourse of ecological modernization is 

presented through a review of UK policy documents, and the opinions and alternative 

solutions touted by critics noted. This paper finds that ideal of ecological citizenship has 

not been reached, but positive steps have been taken to reach the goal of sustainability 

through curbing consumptive habits. In this presentation of sustainable consumption 

discourses it is important to recognize that there may be no absolute answer or right way 

to live on this planet, but many ways which can together bring about a sustainable 

society. 
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1.  

Introduction 

 

The average American consumer requires over twenty-four global acres of 

resources to support his or her way of life. If everyone on the planet lived by these 

standards, we would need over five earths to support the earth population (Redefining 

Progress 2006). The consumer society that has evolved in the world is a geographically 

isolated phenomenon. Only in certain countries of the world does sufficient wealth exist 

for the efficient pillaging of the earth that occurs everyday. The environmental impacts of 

more production and consumption continues to worsen in the developed nations, and yet 

poorer countries are attempting to taste the promise of a better life for its inhabitants 

through industrialization and development (Belk 1988). Why shouldn’t they? The 

developed nations show no sign of shifting the way in which wealth is measured – 

through the standard of gross domestic product (GDP). The economies of nations are 

ranked by how much each produces and sells, while the mantra of globalization continues 

to spread its limited, consumption based system around the world (Young and Welford 

2002).  

The earth is a closed system, generally speaking. Very little other than sunlight 

and the occasional solar system debris ever touch the surface of our planet. The resources 

from which material goods are produced and sold and nations gain their wealth is finite. 

As population continues to grow, the stress placed on the environment which supports 

civilization also grows and cannot continue forever. The health of the environment is a 

concern for the global community, and leaders from around the world are seeking ways 

to address the problem and find a new way of living, a way that preserves all that 

supports life on earth.  

The result has been a solution based on simple common sense: sustainability. The 

affluent, wealthy nations that have caused much of the destruction of the planet must take 

charge, lead by example, and evolve a way of existence that remains in balance with the 

resources available to it. The most widely accepted definition of sustainable development 

comes from the World Commission on Environment and Development report entitled 
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‘Our Common Future’ where sustainable development “meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" 

(WCED:24). Despite its simplicity, the term has been one of the most debated and 

ambiguous ideas to implement in modern time - why? - because nearly all modes of 

social existence and interaction are rooted in unsustainable practices (Ryan and Durning 

1997).  

The task of sustainability has, historically, been seen as one dealing with the 

political sphere and the production side of the market (Shammas 1993). Where societies 

should find more sustainable ways of existence and minimize their impacts on natural 

environments and reducing pollution. Many politicians and industry representatives have 

praised technological innovation as the savior of modern societies - hoping to preserve 

their way of life in society. 

Recently, however, political attention has been turned to the consumption side of 

the market, and the role that citizens play in striding towards sustainability. If, 

collectively, individuals were to reduce their consumptive habits and do their part to 

minimize demand on natural resources and reduce pollution, the results could be 

tremendous. Both environmentalists and government officials have recognized this and 

many political policies and education campaigns have been developed to promote 

sustainable consumption (McGregor 2001, DEFRA 2003, OECD 2002). 

When speaking of the power individuals have in shaping societal impacts on the 

natural environment, one hears of consumer power, and the ability for consumers to 

change corporate policies and strategies through consumption choice - supply will always 

adjust to meet demand (Young and Welford 2002). The burden of sustainability is a 

global issue effecting all inhabitants of the planet though some are being effected by 

environmental degradation much more than others – most often developing nations which 

do not have the money or resources to address environmental issues (Dobson 2003) Thus, 

the task of all peoples should be to do what they can to lessen their footprint on the 

planets resources.  

There are many questions concerning the best way to transform our unsustainable 

consumer society into a less environmentally destructive entity. The new concept of 

ecological citizenship is an innovative idea that can help shift society toward a balanced 
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relationship with nature (Dobson 2003). The potency of ecological citizenship lies in its 

flexible and resourceful nature as it addresses environmental issues on an individual, 

political, and industrial scale thereby making the vision of sustainability a realization. 

There also exist many other discourses within political rhetoric and academic literature 

that provide interesting and unique insights into the consumptive habits of societies and 

propose very differing opinions on realizing sustainability.  

 

1. I 

Questions: 

 

In this paper, I will introduce the components of ecological citizenship. I will then 

examine the dominant institutional discourse of ecological modernization as a theoretical 

framework for consumption and attempt to answer some basic questions of the theory. In 

addition I will observe how ecological citizenship can be viewed as a key component of 

the shift toward sustainability. I will also inspect the popular alternative discourses in the 

political push toward sustainable consumption.  

Questions generated are: 

� What is Ecological Citizenship? 

� What are the dominant discourses addressing sustainable consumption? 

� In what ways are these discourses applied in the world and by whom? 

� Can the practice of sustainable consumption be seen as a case for the    

             emergence of ecological citizenship ideals? 

 

1.II  

Methodology 

 

This research frames the issue of material consumption in a historical context, and 

then critically analyzes the development of modern consumer culture through reviews 

and analysis of current discourse in the recent sociopolitical field of sustainable 

consumption. By utilizing discourse analysis, in the style of Hajer (1995), to view current 

literature on the subject of sustainable consumption, this paper hopes to shed light on the 
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way in which the issue is framed. There are many institutional and individual actors 

involved in the discourse of sustainable consumption. My aim is to simplify and clarify 

the complex and murky field of sustainable consumption and look to ecological 

citizenship as a potential unifier of the many discourses. 

 

1. III  

Concepts 

 

This research analyzes the various discourses within the issue of sustainable 

consumption. Because the terms sustainability, consumer society and discourse analysis 

are such broad and encompassing terms, so often used in discussions of environmental 

issues, I feel that they should be narrowed down and defined in a more specific manner 

for the sake of clarity in this paper. First, for the methodological tool of discourse 

analysis, I will use Martin Hajers working definition of discourse (which is influenced 

heavily by the writings of Michael Foucault):  

“Discourse is here defined as a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts and 

categorizations that are produced, reproduced and transformed in a 

particular set of practices and through which meaning is given to social 

and physical realities (Hajer 1995:44)”  

Hajer also makes an important note that coherence is not a required element of discourse.  

 In regards to sustainable consumption, I will use the international policy 

definition of OECD, where: 

Sustainable consumption is the use of goods and related products which 

respond to the basic needs and bring a better quality of life, while 

minimizing the use of natural resources and toxic materials as well as the 

emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle, so as to not 

jeopardize the needs of future generations (OEDEC 2002:9). 

 The final important concept is that of the consumer society, which was described 

before, but will be presented here in condensed form. This definition is taken from the 

economist Paul Ekins: 
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A consumer society is one in which the possession and use of an 

increasing number and variety of goods and services is the principal 

cultural aspiration and the surest perceived route to personal happiness, 

social status, and national success (Ekins 1991:244). 

 

1. IV  

Sources 

 

There is a broad spectrum of academic literature on the subjects of 

sustainability and the consumer society, yet, only in the last fifteen years has the 

topic of sustainable consumption received thorough academic investigation. It is 

from both the historic academic writings of the consumer society (i.e. Veblan 

and Cowan) and the more modern social theorists (i.e. Dobson, Spaargaren and 

Schnaiburg) from which discourses on sustainable consumption are presented, 

with a brief exploration of United Kingdom policy documents to promote 

sustainable consumption.  

 

 

2. 

A Brief History of Consumer Society 

 

 To better understand the problems of consumption today, we will first look, 

briefly, at the conception and rise of consumptive habits in recent western society. While 

scholars have traced the roots of consumer societies back to the 1500’s (Shammas 1993) 

and documented many of the social foundations that were developed since that time 

(from which social theorists such as Marx, Durkheim, and Weber developed their 

influential observations), the modern environmentally destructive consumer society in 

which we live really took hold with the birth and expansion of the industrial revolution in 

England and the United States (McKendrick 1982). Following the growth of industrial 

production was an expanding middle class. In the early 1900’s, consumerism became a 

powerful social and political issue as the accumulation of material wealth became a 
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symbolic means for social stratification and individuals began to display their social 

status through material consumption.  

One of the most keen and influential thinkers on the rise of consumerism as a 

symbolic means of affirming one’s social status was the American economist Thorstein 

Veblen. In his book entitled The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of 

Institutions (1957), he provides fierce social criticism and a theory of consumption based 

on the view that the business class (capitalists of the day) socially evolved from a type of 

‘savagery’ to one of ‘barbarism.’ (Veblen 1957:7). Where the business men did not truly 

earn their profits, rather, they sat back and profited from the exploited labor of others 

through the use of technology. He saw private property and material wealth as a means 

for the leisure class to remain in power. Visible, or ‘conspicuous consumption’ as Veblen 

terms it, became a social façade and symbol of success in society. 

As the wealthy social elite displayed their power through conspicuous 

consumption, scholars have observed that there was ‘emulation’ among the lower classes 

who sought the luxurious life of the upper class. Thus, through consumption, a rigid, yet 

dynamic, social hierarchical system was in built in society through the medium of 

material consumption. There was always a social pressure for families of any class to 

‘keep up with the Jones’s.’ As middle classes adopted the styles of the elite and rare 

commodities became more mainstream, the elite then found new material objects unique 

to their class to distinguish themselves from all others (Clarke 2003). This ‘chase and 

flight model’ of social emulation can be seen as a powerful agent in driving the ideal of 

consuming societies forward.   

Coupled with rise of the leisure class and conspicuous consumption, was the birth 

of commercial department stores as a gendered space of consumption. Prior to the 

department store, local markets and shops were the supply centers of material goods. 

Often, prices were not set and a trade and barter system was in place. There was often an 

unspoken agreement between owner and patron that by entering a shop one was expected 

to purchase goods (Laermans 1993). Around the late 1800’s, the department store 

emerged and changed the act of shopping into a passive, leisurely activity geared towards 

women, especially wives within rising middle class households. The expectation and 

action of buying was replaced with an anonymous, time intensive “act” of shopping. 
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Consuming became an activity of leisure. While the male of the household was away 

laboring during the day, shopping provided a role and purpose for the middle class 

housewife. Sexist stereotypes were pushed on consumers through the birth of 

advertisements and media persuasion as they encouraged women to act on their innate 

“irrational behavior” and make large and expensive purchases on symbolic items to 

display their social status as a means to emulate the powerful elites and define themselves 

from the poor (Laermans 1993). Anonymity, private property, and value in material 

goods led to a geographical relocation of lifestyles and investment in private housing. 

Individuals moved out of the cities and into the suburbs. New houses were filled with 

material objects and family artifacts were put on public display (Cowan, 1983 cited in 

Spaargaren Van Vliet).  

Technological innovations within the consumer based society led to further, more 

expedient propagation of the ideal. Mass production and consumption of goods took root 

after the Second World War. Scientific manipulations of petroleum based products and 

more effective assembly processes led to a wave of mass production of cheap products – 

hairbrushes, weed killers, textiles, tires etc. - that flooded the market and promised to 

make all facets of life easier (Morris and Ahmed). One of the most influential 

technological advances was the development of radio and television. Through these 

communicative entertainment mediums, companies could promote products more easily 

and more effectively than ever before (Macdonald 1990).    

Businesses have used idealized images as a tool to motivate and persuade 

consumers to buy goods since the birth of advertisement. By showing beautiful, wealthy 

people who appear genuinely happy to middle class consumers, companies promote the 

idea that material goods can buy happiness and provide meaning in an often unsatisfying 

world. Consumers find themselves comparing their lives to the idealized images and are 

left with dissatisfaction, a dissatisfaction that often leads to the consumption of goods to 

increase their personal well being and improve their public image. However, rarely does 

the acquisition of the desired good actually meet the psychological expectations. Material 

accumulation is almost always an emotional let down and does not bring the happiness 

expected by the consumer or promised by the retailer. And yet, consumers hold out hope 

that the next product will fill the void in life that the last one missed.    
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 These foundations of modern consumer society remain as strong as ever today. 

People are still trying to find satisfaction through the consumption of material goods. 

Individuals are still going to supermarkets to purchase goods anonymously. The chasing 

of material prosperity that is presented everyday through television programs and 

advertisements is now going faster than ever. Conspicuous consumption and the flight of 

the elite are occurring faster and is more wasteful than anytime in history. Today it is not 

so much a matter of ‘keeping up with the Jones’s as it is keeping up with the ‘idealized 

reality’ presented on television. The materials on which this consumer system is 

dependent are shrinking and people are becoming aware of the growing environmental 

degradation. The rest of this paper will look at how governments, scholars and citizens 

are addressing the situation of over consumption and what steps are being taken to 

change it to one of sustainable consumption. 

 

3.  

What is the Discourse of Ecological Citizenship? 

 

Today the idea of responsible citizens – socially, environmentally and ethically - 

is a very important topic in both the political and private sphere of developed nations. 

The idea that consumption based, materialistic societies are having a detrimental effect 

on the finite environment is a well known fact, and few dispute it (World Resource 

Institute). Environmentalists see citizenship as an effective medium to promote 

sustainable ideals and call for individuals to act on environmentally friendly principles. 

By promoting environmental citizenship, activists and politicians are seeking to change 

the behaviors rather than attitudes of the public, attempting to create a new social ethic 

centered on the environment. By intertwining the problems of the consumer society, 

ecological citizenship, from its very name, places a sense of cooperation between 

individuals and the governing structures of their state. From a policy perspective, this 

new approach to citizenship urges individuals to take action for moral or ethical reasons 

rather than simply for fiscal incentives or due to laws (Dobson 2003).  

Historically, citizenship has been based on the rights and duties of individuals 

within a governing state. Traditionally, there exist two fundamental perspectives on 



         12 

citizenship: liberal and civic republican (Dobson 2003). The liberal stance is based on the 

rights and liberties of individuals, while the conservative view holds the obligation of the 

common good, via virtuous individuals, as paramount. Both deal with the relationship 

between the individual and the state in the public arena – actions visible in society. In 

terms of environmental issues, the liberal philosophy of rights of the individual to a clean 

and healthy environment in which to live can be viewed as one that supersedes all others. 

Liberal environmentalists have even personified and questioned the rights of the 

environment - why shouldn’t animals have similar rights as humans? Much has been 

discussed on the topic of what constitutes a citizen in a global environmental context and 

movements such as the Great Ape Project have risen out of these questions (Karlstad 

Conference 2006).  

A clean and ethical attitude toward the environment is a fundamental component 

of liberal citizen rights. Civic republicans’ view of citizenship also resonates quite close 

to many environmentalist ideals. Focus is placed on the common good of the state – 

clearly in line with sustainable practices if the environment is considered a public good. 

Duty to work toward the common good is an obligation placed on citizens. Virtuous 

citizen participation in politics is seen as the best way to promote the common good for 

the state. When there is a conflict between personal interest and common good, common 

good always prevails (Dobson 2003). Both political philosophies on citizenship provide 

important ideas on what citizenship should be, but both have their critics as well.  

The two most notable opposing schools of thought are cosmopolitism and 

feminism, both of which attack, though in different ways, the political space (or as 

Dobson says the “containers”) of conventional citizenship (2003). Cosmopolitism sees 

the territorial limits of conventional citizenship confining and extends the notion of 

citizenship beyond the state and into the global commons. Drawing on the Kantian idea 

that it is the duty of individuals to concern themselves with the well being of the world 

and not just their state, cosmopolitism and many issues of the environment echo one 

another when it comes to many environmental problems which also do not recognize 

national boundaries (Beasley 2005).  

Feminists believe that the conventional citizenship models are sexist in nature due 

to the conformist notion that it is the public sphere in which citizenship takes place, a 
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sphere that traditionally has been dominated by male presence. Feminists then believe 

that the role of citizenship should include the personal sphere, ‘the personal is political’ 

as they often quote (Karlstad Conference 2006). Both feminists and cosmopolitan 

philosophies promote personal, responsible action outside of the public sphere as a means 

of active citizenship.  

It is from the concepts of action on different scales and spheres - be it public or 

private - motivated by republican virtues and duty to the common good, as well as the 

idea of liberal rights, which the idea of ecological citizenship evolves. Like civic 

republicans, the ecological citizen will work toward the common good, though in terms 

of a sustainable lifestyle. It is by placing the duty of sustainable behavior for the common 

good of the environment on the shoulders of citizens that makes ecological citizenship 

such a powerful idea. Thus, the idea of sustainable consumption and lifestyles on an 

individual as well as societal level becomes a political issue. In short, global 

sustainability, through a tight partnership between citizens and government is the goal for 

ecological citizenship.  

Many ideas exist about what a sustainable society really is or would look like. For 

Dobson, a sustainable lifestyle for the ecological citizen would be measured by one’s 

ecological footprint. The ecological footprint, which is a tool that takes the material 

consumption of individuals and calculates the amount of land and resources that is 

required to support that individual, is the political space in which ecological citizenship 

takes place. Industrialization and globalization have led to a world that is ‘asymmetrical’ 

and environmentally unjust with ecological resources being unevenly distributed to those 

in developed nations, often at the expense of the undeveloped nations (Dobson 2003). 

Wealth continues to flow into the hands of the rich who profit off the poor. Obligations 

and duties are placed on environmental citizens in developed nations to minimize their 

material consumption (i.e. lower their ecological footprint) and free ecological resources 

for fellow global citizens, wherever they may be. The virtue of environmental justice, 

carried out by equally distributing resources to the global community, is seen as the key 

to sustainability. The ecological footprint provides a tangible, standard measure of 

comparison symbolizes a relationship among all ecological citizens in the global 
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community and conveys a sense of obligation to sustainability for both present and future 

generations.  

This concept exemplifies the new environmental and social ethic implied by 

ecological citizenship. That is, being motivated by a sense of justice and virtue, which 

extends across both time (in regards to future generations) and space (equality in an 

asymmetrical world), an ecological citizen seeks to lower his or her footprint through acts 

in the private sphere. However, there are social and structural limits as to how far 

individuals can act. It is these limits that the discourse of ecological modernization 

focuses on changing.  

  

4.  

Ecological Modernization 

 

  The sociological framework of ecological modernization originated in Germany 

in the 80’s in the mind of Joseph Huber as a way to understand and theorize the 

postindustrial society. Huber viewed ecological modernization as the industrial 

emancipation of ecology from politics, economics and culture (Mol and Sonnenfield 

2000). The theory is focused on the institutional reorientation toward more sustainable, 

ecologically sound practices. The crux of the theory is based on technological 

innovations, continued industrial development and the advent of new technologies as a 

means of escaping the ecological pressures that are growing stronger. The ecological 

modernization theory toward environmental issues has been extremely popular within 

current institutional circles since it sees sustainability as both economically and 

politically feasible (Fisher 2001).  

 As a tool for economic and political policy toward industry and development, 

ecological modernization has been fiercely debated (see Pellow et. al. 1999; Spaargaren 

and Mol 1992). Proponents see ecological modernization as a ‘realist’ approach to a 

changing world market with specific attention focused on developing and reinventing 

social structures with a more environmentally sound interface (Mol and Spaargaren 

2000). In this sense, pursuit of sustainability is not seen as an economic burden, but rather 

a precondition for future economic growth (Fisher 2001). Indeed, developing 
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technologies and less environmentally destructive modes of production and products are 

seen as an emerging market (hence the significant rise of ‘green’ consumer products in 

the last 10 years). Much of the discourse related to ecological modernization has been 

along the social-economic-political side of production and regulation; little has been done 

to address the consumption side of the market until recently (Spaargaren and Van Vliet). 

 The theoretical ideas proposed by ecological modernists in terms of changing 

household consumption are based largely on the works of Anthony Giddens’ 

structuration theory (1982) and authors within the sociological field of consumption – 

namely the work of Ruth Cowan.  

The core idea of Giddens theory is that social structures are ‘works in progress’ 

rather than foundations that dictate social action. Everyday acts are not mundane, but 

forms of habit that create and recreate social reality and order with every repetition. The 

repetitive habits allow for individuals to go through daily life without thinking about how 

to complete every single little task. For example, one doesn’t think about how to put on 

trousers or take a shower (Hobson 2003). Combined with the discursive conscious, the 

part of conscious that deals with thinking and speaking in everyday life, one can begin to 

see how the availability of new products and routines can begin to change consumption 

patterns. If a lozenge that replaced brushing ones teeth emerged on the market the 

convenience and environmental benefits of not having to waste water could be dramatic. 

The important concept here is that habits can change and the daily action of individuals in 

the social order can change with it. 

 Ruth Cowan in her study of the industrialization of the household showed that the 

consumption practices of the household cannot be isolated and studied apart from the 

sphere of production (Spaargaren and Van Vliet 2000):  

 

The Industrialization of the home appears to have been composed 

of millions of individual decision free made by households: The Jones’s 

down the block decided to […] buy a washing machine and the Smiths 

around the corner fired the maid and bought a vacuum cleaner. But the 

matter is not as simple as that. The Jones’s washing machine would not 

have done them a bit of good if the town fathers had not decided to create 
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a municipal waters system…earlier, and if the local gas and electric 

company had not got around to running wires and pipes into the 

neighborhood [Cowan, 1983 cited in Spaargaren Van Vliet 2000:12-13]. 

 

 It is this idea that the consumer is restricted by the consumptive choices that he or 

she can make, but also, with their choices, perpetuate and solidify the social structures 

that are available at the moment which Giddens calls the ‘duality of structure,’ and within 

this framework consumption can be defined as: “be served by, and serving, a number of 

essentially collective socio-material systems” (Otnes 1988: 163-4). Spaargaren and Van 

Vliet graphically paint a picture of the duality of structure in figure 1.  

 

 

 

        Spaargaren and Van Vliet 2000:4 

 

 From a sustainable consumption perspective, individuals can only consume and 

act according to the socio-material structures in place. Thus, if one wishes to lower his or 

her ecological footprint, the social systems – public transport, recycling systems, multiple 

energy providers, etc. - in place are often a limiting factor. Here, the modes of provision 

are a limiting factor of sustainable consumption. Through government intervention and 
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industrial innovation the structures of society can be reshaped. A question that ecological 

modernists leave, is what an individual can then do to effectively promote such a change?   

 Ecological modernists also have theories about how modes of provision gain 

permanence in society. Obviously, not all new technologies or ideas work. Green 

innovations and technology provided for the individual do no good for the environment 

or the government if they are not adopted and implemented by the consumer. By looking 

at the behavior of the consumer, ecological modernists have devised some strategists and 

suggestions for the best way to change social structures (Spaargaren and Van Vliet 200). 

A major idea is that of time commitment or ‘high frequency tasks.’ In general, 

individuals will try to limit the amount of time required to complete household tasks. 

Who wants to spend their leisure time scrubbing floors? The quicker a household task is 

completed the better. This leads to another important idea that new technologies and 

innovations must meet normative standards of comfort, cleanliness and convenience. 

New goods must work within existing modes of provision, provide a standard of comfort, 

cleanliness, and convenience and be utilized by the consumer (Spaargaren and Van Vliet 

2000).  

 In terms of sustainable consumption, individuals looking to reduce their impact on 

the environment are restricted by the technologies available to them through socio-

material means of provision (DEFRA 2005). While at the same time, the providers are 

dependant upon the consumer to perpetuate their existence by using their goods, goods 

that increase the comfort of the consumer. Thus, sustainable consumption viewed from an 

ecological modernization perspective is of a dialectal nature. There is an ongoing social 

structure evolution between consumer and provider spurred forward largely through 

technological advances. The typical consumer household of the future may be viewed as 

follows:  

  

 The ecological modernization of the home appears to have been 

composed of millions of individual decisions freely made by 

environmentally conscious households: the Jones’s down the block are 

considering a solar energy roof and the Smiths around the corner did away 

with their car and their dish washing machine. But the matter is not as 
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simple as that. The Jones’ and Smiths’ individual choices would not have 

done them a bit of good if the towns leaders had not decided on 

sustainable building programs and call-a-car projects several years earlier, 

and if electricity and water companies had not got around to connecting 

local solar systems to the central grid and running grey and rainwater 

pipes into the neighborhood [Spaargaren and Van Vliet 2000:25]. 

 

 The limits of the common citizens’ ability to participate in society in a sustainable 

manner are addressed explicitly by ecological modernists. The task then is to get 

government and industry to develop and implement new technologies and social 

resources for individuals to adopt and use. I will now turn to examining the sustainable 

consumption policies of the United Kingdom, who have a rich tradition of employing 

ecological modernist’s solutions to environmental problems (Hajer 1995).  

 

4. I 

Ecological Modernization and United Kingdom on Sustainable Consumption 

 

Ecological modernization has been an adopted political tool for addressing modes 

of production and creating policy toward industry - always with the goal of slowing 

environmental degradation and striving for sustainability. It was not until the UN Earth 

Summit at Rio in 1992 that the role of consumers in society was addressed in the political 

sphere. The concept of ‘sustainable consumption’ entered environmental discourse in 

Agenda 21, the blueprint for sustainability adopted by over 180 world leaders at the 

Summit. The blueprint suggested that governments implement market instruments to shift 

consumption to in a more sustainable direction, but also recommended that, new concepts 

of wealth and prosperity which allow higher standards of living through changed 

lifestyles and are less dependant on the Earth’s finite resources and more in harmony with 

the Earth’s carrying capacity, should be developed and promoted by nations looking for 

sustainability (OECD 2002).    

 Here I will look at the discourse of the United Kingdoms policy approach toward 

sustainability which is rooted in ecological modernization philosophy as a mainstream 
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sustainable policy. In 2003, the UK government developed a strategy for sustainable 

development – addressing both consumption and production (DEFRA, 2003). Within the 

official government document, Changing Patterns, the limits of the earth capacity to 

sustain current environmental demands is acknowledged and addressed, stamping the 

dogma of Huber’s original ecological modernization ideal: 

  

‘[There are] some limits to the capacity of the Earth’s ecosystems to 

absorb pollution and provide natural resources … [so] the only way to 

maintain economic progress in the long term without approaching these 

limits is to decouple economic growth from environmental degradation’ 

(DEFRA, 2003:11). 

 

 In Securing the Future, the most recent document outlining the UK governments 

strategy for sustainability, Prime Minister Tony Blair again pulls on ecological 

modernization rhetoric when discussing sustainability: 

 

‘This is an agenda for the long-term. There is no magic wand that 

government or any one else can wave to make sustainable behavior 

and activity the norm overnight. We will only succeed if we go with 

the grain of what individuals and businesses want, and channel their 

creativity to confront the environmental challenges we face. 

Development, growth, and prosperity need not and should not be in 

conflict with sustainability’ (DEFRA 2005:4). 

 

The United Kingdom, while largely employing ecological modernization 

principals in their approach toward sustainability, also addresses, rather effectively, the 

need for a restructuring of the operations of society at large, “[to] create a supportive 

framework for collective progress [toward sustainability]” (SDC 2006:5). In 2004 the UK 

commissioned a special roundtable research team, consisting of experts in retailing, 

consumer policy, and sustainability to advise government on how to best influence 
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consumer choices to preserve the environment and their findings released in a report 

entitled I Will If You Will in 2006 (SDC). 

 In both Securing the Future and I Will if You Will, there is admission of guilt and 

recognition that the government has often implemented the ‘do as we say, not as we do’ 

attitude toward environmental issues in society. Repeatedly in these documents are 

promises by the governments to ‘lead by example’ and really spearhead social change by 

attacking the ‘value-action’ gap of citizens and encouraging businesses to become ‘more 

green.’ Throughout the documents the reader can find tones of ecological modernization 

rhetoric. 

 Individual consumer behaviors in society are often dictated by habit and resources 

available to increase comfort in an affordable way. By changing government 

infrastructure and amenities available to individuals, societal norms can be changed – a 

major goal of the government. Much research has been done by academics and 

government on the subject of making the environment mainstream. By providing 

households with green containers to dispose of recyclables, the habit of recycling 

becomes an expectation of the individual; it becomes a social norm (Darnton 2004).  

Here we can see an example of how the green container symbolically changes the 

discursive conscious of individuals. Because the green box is there, and one gets used to 

recycling plastic bottles, it becomes habit.  

Many people recycle only because it is viewed as a ‘social norm’ (Darnton 

2003:21). The green recycling container has been viewed as a totemic symbol in some 

communities where recycling is the expectation. By seeing the green container by the 

curbside individuals feel reminded and obligated to do their part for the planet (Barr 

2003). However, when left to individuals who are not provided with a curbside recycling 

program, rarely is recycling carried out despite its known benefits (DEFRA 2005). Time, 

convenience and general values of importance are most commonly cited as reason 

individuals do not recycle.  

 Thus, by providing a convenient means for individuals to participate in the habit 

of recycling as well as proper education and information about why one should recycle, 

positive action can be expected to ensue. This concept of limitations to individuals 

through ‘systems of provision’ permeates through society and is a major barrier to 
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sustainability. It is commonly noted that consumers are ‘locked into’ their consumptive 

habits since there are no alternatives (McGregor 2001). Individuals living outside of a city 

cannot dispose of their car unless there is an alternative means of transportation in place. 

The sustainable consumption roundtable recognizes four main areas where individuals 

are limited by systems of provision, they are: how people run their house, how people eat, 

how people get around, and what people do for holidays (SDC 2006). The UK 

government recognizes these infrastructural limitations and has vowed to take on the task 

of leading by example and making the resources needed for sustainable lifestyles 

available to consumers (DEFRA 2005).  

 In Securing the Future the motto for change is phrased as changing to a ‘one 

planet economy’ whereby environmental, economic, and social sustainability are all 

addressed through cooperation between the social sectors of government, industry, and 

individuals. This is illustrated through the image of a triangle where each sector 

represents a corner as a means of change:  

 

Figure 2: 

 

                Image from SDC 2006:11 

 

Through collective cooperation between government, business and individuals 

more sustainable social structures can evolve. This normative approach of the UK 
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appears to a well planned, proper blueprint for driving sustainability, but there remains 

the test of application. How effective and how quickly can changes be implemented on a 

societal level? These are the tests that face the proponents of ecological modernization 

principles and critics prey on  

 

 

 

5. 

Alternative Discourses in Sustainable Consumption 

There are some who see this guise of sustainable development within existing 

institutional structures as the same story in a different context. The critics question the 

scale at which changes take place and ask how individuals are viewed through the top 

down ecological modernization approach of governments. Critics hold a completely 

different outlook at the relationship between environment and society and see improving 

quality of life through sustainable practices on an individual scale as the main goal.  

These new views and theories of social processes and governance are called ‘new’ 

or ‘green’ economics. They often suggest a radically different restructuring of society, 

namely by scaling down of economic and political processes as to encourage the sense of 

community and importance of individuals in decision making processes. Many actors feel 

left out of mainstream sustainable policies which speak on a societal level. Research 

commonly finds that individuals tend to be very cynical on the government’s ability to 

promote sustainable options (Darnton 2004). For example, the Co-op Bank’s Ethical 

Consumer Report in 1999 found that only 11% of people feel that their purchasing power 

and product opinions have any real power to change corporate behavior (Darnton 2004). 

 One leading alternative economic group, The New Economics Foundation, was 

founded in 1986, and takes pride in labeling itself a ‘think-and-do tank’ which ‘inspires 

and demonstrates real economic well being’ (http://www.neweconomics.org). NEF’s 

leading goal is to create a new economy where people and the planet matter. They are 

fierce, outspoken critics of the globalized economy and build upon the ‘small is beautiful’ 

economic philosophy presented by E.F. Schumacher in the 70’s. One of the most 

noteworthy research endeavors in the realm of sustainable consumption by NEF is the 
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analysis and criticism of the loss of local community shops and the dominance of big 

business in Britain. The title of an influential and persuasive study carried out in the 

study: Ghost Town Britain sums up the topic.  

 NEF looks at the consumer society historically and notes that communities used 

to be tied together through the network of local shops and services that existed. Over a 

five year period from 1995 to 2000 Britain saw the loss of over 30,000 local economic 

outlets (Ghost Town 2003). The days when people could easily walk to a shop, bank, or 

retailer to take care of basic social necessities have long gone. With the arrival of 

supermarkets and other large stores, local identities and social networks are becoming 

extinct. Some sociologists have termed this big chain phenomenon and the evolution 

toward retailer uniformity ‘the McDonaldization of society’ (Ritzer 1993). The loss of 

local shops also increases the dependence of individuals on means of transportation and 

other social infrastructures. 

 Going back to a historical framing of the issue, the treadmill theory is based on 

the observation that in the mid 20
th
 century with the rising middle class and the birth of 

the American dream, society began to run on a treadmill of production. Where the belief 

was, and has been, that by increased production and material wealth (GDP) the quality of 

life for everyone in society would increase as well. Thus, business, governments, and 

consumers have become trapped on a treadmill of production. This loss of community 

identities and proliferation of large scale consumption is seen as an inevitability of the 

capitalist system to some. American sociologist Alan Schnaiberg views the current 

consumptive society in which we live as a ‘treadmill of production’ (1994) whereby all of 

the individual actors in society – government, businesses and consumers – are trapped on 

the treadmill unable to get off.  

In terms of ecological damages of material production and consumption, as we’ve 

discussed, businesses and governments cite technology as the emancipator from natural 

limits. However, here critics cite the observations of William Jevons, who, in the late 

1800’s, noted that technologies that increase the efficiency of extracting or utilizing a 

natural resource actually increase the demand for that resource, not decrease it as one 

would expect. The hypothesis of the ‘Jevon’s paradox’ is that improvements in 

production efficiency generally results in increased economic expansion (Foster 2001). 
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One can look at the case of more fuel efficient cars in the seventies. As these cars became 

available, consumption actually increased, quite dramatically in fact. Critics of 

technologies that merely aim to improve the efficiencies of existing structures often use 

this argument as a basis for more radical changes in lifestyles and community structures; 

rather than consuming more resource efficient products, do not consume as much.  

  

 

6.  

 

Conclusion 

 

It is my hope that through presenting and exploring the rise of and dominant 

voices of modern consumer society and the discourses addressing consumers in the 

general public that the reader will look at processes in the social order with a new eye. 

The concept of ecological citizenship, pioneered by Dobson, if adopted by individuals 

and nurtured by political policies, can be a very powerful force in achieving a sustainable 

society. However, while it is important for individuals to hold virtues for environmental 

and social justice for all people in the world, duty to behave in a sustainable manner 

cannot be placed solely on the shoulders of citizens. There must be a partnership and 

cooperative effort between all sectors in society. Governments have to be willing to listen 

to the concerns of the public and citizens have to wake up to the power bestowed on them 

through democratic participation.  

The United Kingdom is aware of this need for institutional leadership and 

necessity to provide the means for individuals to act in a sustainable manner. The UK’s 

very normative discourse, based on the ecological modernization theories of Spaargaren, 

Mol, and Giddens, is a step in the right direction. However, critics, such as NEF and 

Schnaiberg, cite the structures in which governments operate to be flawed, so no matter 

what changes are made they will never be sufficient to bring about a truly sustainable 

society.  

The rise in awareness of this consumer society and the emergence of sustainable 

consumption policies and action can be seen as a very positive step toward sustainability. 

The more that individuals know about the consequences of their consumptive habits and 
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the more governments work to provide alternatives, the better off society will be in the 

future. The ideals that Dobson presents speak to government and individuals as a way for 

both to act together to promote sustainability. In the coming years it will be important to 

critically and effectively examine the success of institutional reorganization in the UK, 

and be able to gauge the adoption of the new provisions by the public.  

Ecological citizenship is a very broad concept and its implementation is relative to 

one’s perspective. The ideal has not yet been reached, but positive steps have been taken 

to reach the goal of sustainability through curbing consumptive habits. In this discussion 

of sustainable consumption discourses it is important to recognize that there may be no 

absolute answer or right way to live on this planet, but many ways which can together 

bring about a sustainable society. 
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