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This essay asks about the potential of the concept, sustainable consumption: is it an appendage to 

environmental economics, the psychology of marketing, the political science of environmental 

governance, the ecology of ecosystem management? Or is it, for all the ambiguities and contested 

meanings of its terms, a vehicle for critiquing the contemporary unsustainable order and for laying the 

foundations of a sustainable one? Does it suggest, indeed demand, a societal goal different from that of 

the past? 

Revealing my hand at the outset, I argue that if it is an appendage then the beast on which it is an 

abnormal growth will keep on doing what it is so good at doing—gobbling up resources and filling waste 

sinks, disguising the costs, calling the results ―wealth,‖ and promising future generations that this is the 

only way forward, the only way to ensure their wealth and prosperity. And doing so as if we have a few 

more planets to burn. Put differently, to accept sustainable consumption as the green complement to green 

production is to engage in a form of wishful thinking—wishing that we had the wherewithal to, in 

academic terms, launch a full scale critique and in political, social-change terms, wishing we could 

somehow, at sometime begin to delegitimize the current material provisioning system, otherwise known 

as ―the economy,‖ that system that is inherently unjust and materially excessive, that system whose 

logical end is catastrophic loss. The weight of evidence is becoming overwhelming, from ecological 

footprint to climate disruption, from chronic unemployment and poverty to a toppling house of cards 

called high finance.
1
  

So this essay has two parts, hopefully related: a call to the academic and a call to the 

interventionist. As a matter of full disclosure, both calls are informed by a deep concern for the trends, 

both biophysical and social, trends which, for the SCORAI community, I assume do not need reciting. 

That concern, I should stress, is only partly for the consequences of widespread ecological and social 

decline. The other is for the pervasive sense of doom and gloom and the likelihood that, unexamined, it 

                                            
1
 For elaboration of this ―mining and consuming‖ view of the contemporary economy, see Princen, Treading Softly: 

Paths to Ecological Order, MIT Press, 2010. 
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becomes self-fulfilling. The risk here, as always, is being accused of being Pollyannaish, seeing the world 

through rose-tinted glasses and other metaphorical charges that suggest naïveté and wishful thinking. My 

central call, then is for a modicum of realism (notice that I don‘t say hope), realism about material decline 

(we will be consuming less) and realism about humans‘ potential to thrive.
2
 Perhaps my biggest fear is to 

witness the thwarting of that potential via the easy refuge of doom-and-gloom and, being the good 

academic (I just describe, not prescribe), be party to it.  

 

I. Consumption: The Psychological, The Ecological  

Consumption studies generally, as far as I can tell, start with an economistic usage then add on concerns 

of the day—inadequate choice, incomplete information, insufficient income, environmental impact. Here, 

consumption is what consumers do in the marketplace, that is, ―demand‖ goods and services at a range of 

                                            
2
 The literature on what I am calling ―material decline‖ is voluminous and contested. For some of the key arguments, 

however, see, on the peak production of fossil fuels, Hirsch, R. L. (2008), ―The Inevitable Peaking of World Oil 

Production,‖ Atlantic Council Bulletin Vol. XVI, no. 3; Hubbert, M. K. (1993), ―Exponential Growth as a Transient 

Phenomenon in Human History,‖ in H. E. Daly &  K. N. Townsend, Valuing the Earth: Economics, Ecology, Ethics 

(113-126), Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; Kerr, R. D. (2008), ―World Oil Crunch Looming?‖ Science, 322, 21; Hall, 

C., Tharakan, P., Hallock, J., Cleveland, C., & Jefferson, M. (2003), ―Hydrocarbons and the Evolution of Human 

Culture,‖ Nature 426, 318-322; International Energy Agency, World Energy Outlook 2010, Paris: OECD/IEA, 

2010; Center for German Army Transformation, Group for ―Future Studies,‖  ―Implications of Resource Scarcity On 

(National) Security,‖ unofficial translation, July 2010; accessed at http://www. theoildrum.com/node/6912, 

September 2, 2010.  

On declining energy returns, see Hall, C.A.S., S. Balogh, and D.J.R. Murphy, ―What Is the Minimum EROI That a 

Sustainable Society Must Have?,‖ Energies 2 (2009): 25-47 ; on the impossibility of swapping out fossil fuels and 

swapping in renewables, Vaclav Smil, Energy Transitions: History, Requirements, Prospects (Praeger, 2010);  on 

the limits of efficiency measures, Anders Hayden, ―From Growth to Sufficiency: The Emerging Challenge to 

Ecological Modernization in the UK Climate Change Debate,‖ unpublished ms, 2010. For summary statements see 

Tim Jackson, Prosperity Without Growth; Richard Heinberg, Peak Everything.  

Add the climate scientists‘ call for 80% or 90% (even 99%) reductions in GHGs, some economists‘ fears about 

multi-trillion dollar debts, engineers predictions about crumbling infrastructure and ecologists‘ pleas for ecosystem 

restoration, do all this (for starters) and a perfectly reasonable scenario emerges whereby humans will have less 

material and energy (and, I presume, less financial capital) and will be consuming less.  

But if these studies are not convincing enough, consider what some prominent mainstream leaders and organizations 

have recently said publicly: 

―The era of cheap oil is over. Each barrel of oil that will come to market in the future will be much more 

difficult to produce and therefore more expensive.‖ 

    Faith Birol, Chief Economist, International Energy Agency 

  

―By 2012, surplus oil production capacity could entirely disappear, and as early as 2015, the shortfall in 

output could reach nearly 10 million barrels per day.‖ 

  U.S. Joint Forces Command, Joint Operating Environment Report, February 2010 

 

―During most of the 20
th

 century, the prices of natural resources such as energy, food, water, and materials 

such as steel all fell, supporting economic growth in the process. But that benign era appears to have come 

to an end. . . . The past decade alone has reversed a 100-year decline in resource prices as demand for these 

commodities have surged.‖ 

McKinsey Global Institute, ―Resource Revolution: Meeting the World‘s Energy, 

Materials, Food, and Water Needs,‖ November 2011, pp. 1, 4.  
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prices. Their signal is price, their motive utility maximization for a basket of goods and services subject to 

a budget constraint. Whether in a single market or a national (or global) economy, there is no accounting 

for the fact that such behavior can occur, over the long term, only within a set of regenerative, biophysical 

systems.  

When things go wrong in this aphysical, abiological, atemporal setting—markets don‘t clear, 

market failures are significant—the analyst and intervener alike are justified in stepping out of the strictly 

economistic formulation and asking, for instance, how can we get consumers to buy fuel-sipping cars or 

recycled paper? Since such products can be presumed to have less environmental impact than their likely 

alternatives (gas guzzlers and virgin paper) they are dubbed green or even ―sustainable‖ (rarely explaining 

what is to be sustained, for whom and for how long).    

To my read, given the trends, ―sustainable consumption‖ must carry a heavier load. Just because 

psychology has, through marketing studies, mostly served the promotion of consumption (i.e., buying, 

including smart buying)  and ecology has deferred to economists to tell them how much ecosystems are 

worth (e.g., ecosystem services), doesn‘t mean that the sustainable consumption community must follow. 

If the ―sustainable‖ in sustainable consumption is be anything more than ―greening,‖ anything more than 

cautious incrementalism in the hopes, apparently, of adding up to transformational change, then, for 

starters, it should put its ecological roots front and center. By that, I mean that rather than start with a non-

ecological, mechanistic and growth-oriented formulation of consumption (demand) and, by implication, 

of the economy as a whole, it should start with an ecological formulation. Put differently, granting that an 

economistic formulation made sense for the goals of its time (say, late 19
th
 and 20

th
 centuries), namely, 

industrializing and building a great nation, in our time (21
st
 century) an ecological understanding makes 

sense for its goals, one of which is the long-term use of natural resources and waste sinks—i.e., 

sustainability. What would that formulation be? What would be the psychological and ecological sides of 

the economy be if ―the economy‖ in question is that material system designed to last—biophysically and 

socially—into the indefinite future?
3
 Where would ―consumption‖ fit if it‘s not ―demand‖? 

First an ecological formulation of consumption. Consider an apple. When I eat it, it is irreversibly 

gone. If I cut down the apple tree that tree is lost. If I bulldoze the orchard all the apples (from this piece 

of land) are gone. And if I clear the land, expose it to the elements and allow the soil to erode to bedrock, 

it‘s capacity to have an orchard again is gone. At each stage, I am consuming—that is, irreversibly using 

                                            
3
 Notice that I am rejecting an ―economistic‖ construction of ―the economy‖ and promoting, in the first instance, an 

―ecological economy.‖ This is the basis, I assert, of an ecological, biophysical sustainable consumption. On 

alternative conceptions of an economy, yet coming from an economist, see Julie Nelson, ―Care Ethics and Markets: 

A View from Feminist Economics,‖ working paper no. 10-02, Global Development and Environment Institute, Tufts 

University, 2010.  
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up a thing or a capacity. This is ecological consumption.
4
 Sustainable consumption is, in the first instance, 

eating and harvesting and cutting and plowing so as to avoid irreversible loss over the long term. It is 

eating the apple and many more to come while maintaining the tree, the orchard, the land. To shift 

metaphors, it is spending the interest and securing the principle in trust. For that, then, there must be, at a 

minimum, a psychology and an ecology of sustainable consumption.  

On the psychological side of the economy, in the past a psychology of desire, of materialism, of 

optimal foraging in department stores made sense. Then, when consumers were being misled, adding 

information to consumer choice made sense (think Consumer Reports, labeling). Now, it would seem, 

with concern for the environment, green purchasing is a logical extension. But if ―the environment‖ of 

concern means more than scenic vistas and clean streets, if it means a fear that irreversible loss in 

fundamental life-support systems is entirely possible on the current path, then a different psychology is in 

order. Among the behaviors and motives in a psychology of ecological consumption in need of  research 

would be:  

*satiability—Contrary to the economistic assumption of insatiability (handy for theoretical 

reasons, but not for insight into issues of excess), under certain conditions, people do limit their 

―throughput.‖ We need to understand those conditions, and not just for physiological questions (e.g., 

obesity, diabetes) but for a range of material-nonmaterial tradeoffs; 

*restraint—Self-limitation (but not necessarily self-abnegation) can be fulfilling for more than the 

ascetic. Child development specialists seem to appreciate this. What about adults and what about 

aggregate, social consequences, not just personal consequences? Again, what are the conditions? 

*non-material, non-purchase options—A typology or comparative study of the conditions under 

which satisfaction and well-being are higher and aggregate material impacts lower for (relatively) non-

material pursuits (e.g., walking over driving; playing music over buying an album).  

*long-term thinking—Assuming humans have the temporal capacity for both short- and long-

term thinking , what conditions lean us to the long term?
5
 What conditions lead us to appreciate the far 

future, not depreciate (discount) it? 

Notice that these questions are far different from that coming out of a marketing orientation: how 

can we get people to choose product Green over product Brown? Among other things, the marketing 

question is expert-led and manipulative (see Part II below) and presumes that well-being (utility) derives 

from products and product choices. The satiability et al questions ask how individuals can enhance their 

well-being themselves through self-organization and self-determination and not necessarily do so with 

                                            
4
 For elaboration of this argument, see Princen, ―Consumption and Its Externalities: Where Economy Meets 

Ecology,‖ in Princen, Maniates and Conca, Confronting Consumption, MIT Press, 2002. 
5
 For a preliminary exploration of such conditions, see Princen, ―Long-term Decision-Making: Biological and 

Psychological Evidence,‖ Global Environmental Politics 9:3, August 2009, 9-19. 
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products or even material use. There is little to sell in these questions; indeed, they suggest a non-

commercial, potentially ecological consumption as the foundation for a ―sustainable consumption.‖ What, 

then, would be the ecological side of the economy where ―the economy‖ in question is that material 

system designed to last—biophysically and socially—into the indefinite future, where people consume 

apples but not orchards and topsoil? 

For a couple decades people concerned about negative environmental trends have recognized that 

the ―oikos‖ (the house) must be reunited, that ecology and economy must come back together. I discern 

two approaches. One is to bring into the room (the room where trends are to be reversed and a sustainable 

path charted) those who know ecosystems—i.e., ecologists—and those who know the economy, in 

particular, the modern, industrial, consumer economy—economists. Each group tells the other about its 

respective system. The two views, the two forms of knowledge and expertise are set up in parallel, or in 

sequence. The two groups effectively say, Here‘s the ecology. Here‘s the economy.
6
 

The second approach to combining the two ―ecos‖ is to appropriate the concepts and reasoning of 

conventional economics and apply them to ecosystems.
7
 Thus, we get  

―ecosystem services‖ (as in ―goods and services,‖ that which producers make and consumers desire in 

the economy); 

―externality‖ (external to the thing of concern, namely, the economy conventionally defined); and 

―trade-off‖ (where an exchange rate between changes in the environment and in the economy can be 

assessed and evaluated and a choice made). 

Each of these is problematic. Extensive critiques have been done of economics and its ecological 

blinders elsewhere (e.g., Daly; Costanza), so here I only touch on these three so as to move quickly to 

developing a third approach.  

Services implies a provider who is paid, yet ―nature‖ is notoriously absent from the money 

economy. To render functions like waste absorption an externality is to say that the money economy is the 

focus of attention and all else, including much of ecosystem functioning, is external, outside, peripheral. 

If we don‘t like it (e.g., pollution) we bring it inside, ―internalize costs,‖ which retains the economistic 

focus and assigns a price. Trade-offs presume substitutability when, in fact, there are none for the climate-

stabilizing features of the atmosphere and oceans, for local water supplies, for endocrine disrupters, for a 

species driven to extinction, for a community irradiated by a nuclear meltdown.  

                                            
6
 If this sit-in-a-room image is not clear, consider the curricular set-up of college environment programs, graduate 

and undergraduate. 
7
 Why exactly ecologists and other natural scientists gravitate to conventional economists when they want to add to 

―The Science‖ the ―human dimension,‖ ignoring all the other social sciences, let alone the humanities, is a mystery 

to me. It must be something about underlying epistemologies and ontologies. Or maybe it is simply the dominant 

role economists play in policymaking.  



6 

 

So might there be a third way to bring the ―ecos‖ together, one that does not concede ecological 

ground to the economistic, that focuses attention on ecosystem functioning and integrity, on human life-

support, not on abstractions like money and interest rates? Might there be an approach that situates ―the 

economy‖ as a subset of ―the ecology‖ rather than as an appendage to the economy, one that grounds in 

biophysical terms the ―sustainable‖ in ―sustainable consumption‖?
8
 Here‘s one cut, admittedly highly 

provisional and strictly conceptual.  

One starting point is to presume that humans have many economies and that each is usefully 

construed as a ―material provisioning system.‖ From subsistence to advanced industrial, these systems are 

indeed systems, but not mechanical systems as conventionally modeled (by neoclassical economists). 

They are complex adaptive systems with emergent properties and surprise.
9
 Predictability is limited and, 

hence, so is human control over such systems.
10

 What‘s more, economies are utterly dependent on the 

material systems in which they are embedded, that is, on the biosphere. And even when positive feedback 

loops seem to be the norm (think economic growth spurred by investment which leads to more growth 

and more investment), negative feedback loops eventually kick in (think financial bubbles bursting, 

debtors going bankrupt, taxpayers bailing out ―investors‖).  

The next step would be to apply ecological principles, principles derived ideally from both non-

human and human ecosystems, to these material-provisioning systems. Grinding this ecological lens with 

which to examine ―the economy,‖ would, I expect, generate a wholly different set of questions from those 

conventionally posed, questions like: What will prices be? Is the outcome efficient? What are the risks of 

inflation/deflation? How can growth be spurred? 

Among the ecologically refracted questions would be these: 

*Do extraction and waste deposition cause irreversible diminution of biophysical processes? 

*Can this system be sustained over the long term, the ecologically, even geologically long term? 

*Are negative feedback loops (especially on material growth) fully expressed? 

The difference in these two sets of questions is the difference in social goal. Conventional 

economics arose in the late 19
th
 century to help spur industrial expansion and, later, consumer demand to 

absorb the output, all to build a great power. The goal of applying an ecological lens to material 

provisioning systems (economies) would be to moderate consumption, to spur thoughtful consumption 

                                            
8
 Herman Daly has been making this argument for decades but, to my read, it has gained little traction among 

ecologists (of all people), psychologists (who might be excused if they could show that biophysical/ecological 

context matters little for individual behavior), and policymakers (governmental, media, academic and activist who 

seem to live in a world of endless abundance where wealth somehow continues to flow to them). See below on the 

difference between being an elite and being elitist. 
9
 Adam, Barbara. Timescapes of Modernity; Kay and Schneider, ―Embracing Complexity‖; Schneider and Root, 

―Surprise.‖ 
10

 Bright, Chris. ―Environmental Surprises: Planning for the Unexpected,‖ The Futurist, July-August 2000, pp. 41-

47. 
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and stewardship behavior; it would be to institutionalize long-term, biophysically and socially sustainable 

practices, all to build a resilient society. The practices of primary concern are those of the land—farming, 

grazing, timbering, fishing—and other forms of direct resource use—e.g., water withdrawal and mining. 

Distal practices (e.g., finance) are of concern, in the first instance, for their impact on these practices, 

along with waste sink filling.  

The two goals—industrial expansion and sustainability—are entirely different and, logically, so 

would be their analytic lenses. The ecological project of which sustainable consumption is an integral part 

is not greening up the existing economy; it is not making the growth-dependent, fossil fuel-driven, 

consumer-led, debt-laden, risk-accumulating
11

  economy less destructive, nor more efficient. It is, again, 

fostering thoughtful, ethical consumption, stewardship behavior and sustainability. Put differently, the 

difference in goals is the difference between marginal improvement and fundamental restructuring, 

between empty world and full world, between growth for growth‘s sake and growth with limits, between 

mining and sustaining, between fossil fuel-based and solar-based systems, between efficiency and 

sufficiency, between consumer and citizen.
12

 

 

To focus an ecological lens on humans‘ material provisioning systems, its many economies (industrial, 

financial, household, barter, gift, subsistence), is to presume that no one really understands these 

economies, even when the dominant one, the one measured by GDP, interest rates and trade flows, works 

as designed (think 1920s, 1950s, 1990s). It is to suggest that something is missing in conventional 

analysis. That something might be termed the material, or the energetic, the biophysical, or the ecological, 

but it certainly is that which underpins all economies, no matter how abstract (e.g., high finance). What‘s 

more, it is to suggest that there is a reason that a truncated understanding of the economy (one without a 

psychology of restraint and without an ecological grounding) has persisted. Part of that reason is historical 

(e.g., cheap energy, costless waste deposition). The other part, I submit, relates to power, the power of 

privileged forms of knowledge, the power of concentrated wealth, the power of an exclusive revolving 

door between the corporate world and the legislative and executive worlds.  

Disciplines other than political science and international relations have dealt with questions of 

power, each in its own way. Economics, for example, does it via ―industrial organization,‖ the structure of 

                                            
11

 Beck, Ulrich. World Risk Society, Polity, [2005];  Martin Weitzman, Melinda Kimble and Letha Tawney, ―The 

Tale of the Fat Tail,‖ The Environmental Forum, Environmental Law Institute, Washington, DC, May/June 2009, 

pp. 24-29; Kelly Levin, Steven Bernstein, Benjamin Cashore and Graeme Auld, ―Playing it Forward: Path 

Dependency, Progressive Incrementalism, and the ―Super Wicked‖ Problem of Global Climate Change,‖ paper 

presented at the International Studies Association Convention, Chicago, Il, February 28th – March 3, 2007; updated 

July 7, 2007. 
12

 Daly, Herman, Beyond Growth; Princen, Maniates and Conca, Confronting Consumption; Princen, The Logic of 

Sufficiency. 
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markets. In a market with just one supplier, that supplier has ―monopoly power.‖ Anthropologists, 

geographers, linguists and historians, among others, have their versions, I presume. Maybe it is time the 

fields of psychology and ecology, in service to a strong and meaningful notion of sustainable 

consumption, deal with the question of power. After all, at the root of planetary unsustainability is 

injustice and at the root of that is power, in fact, great disparities in power—within populations, between 

populations and across generations. 

I turn next, then, to the exercise of power, not brute force, but the power of a good idea (e.g., 

sustainable consumption), of framing an issue and an agenda, of structuring decisions so as  to bring out  

the best in people including their otherwise submerged tendencies to limit consumption, to act in the long 

term, and to live within their means. 

 

II. Consumption: The Interventionist, The Transformative 

Framing 

While interveners must choose the terms—technical, metaphorical, personal—to fit the setting and actors, 

the preceding discussion suggests that the concept of sustainable consumption can have rhetorical power 

if it meets certain conditions. I offer three maxims. My premise is that the intervener accepts the 

preceding argument and intends to employ sustainable consumption as a (potentially) transformative 

concept.  

 

1. Shift from ―How do we get people to consume less‖   to 

―How do we facilitate the transition to less consuming.‖ 

The premise here is, as noted above and in footnote 2, that modern industrial, growth-dependent, fossil 

fuel-driven, debt-laden, risk-accumulating, consumerist societies will be, like it or not, ready or not, 

consuming less. The last 100 years or so have been a one-time binge with an open spigot of material and 

energy flow that cannot be repeated—ever. 

The phrase ―how do we get people to . . .‖ is packed with assumptions of elite, expert-led social 

change.  The ―we‖ in this phrase are those  who know a lot including the answer to excess consumption. 

The ―people‖ are all who are not so knowledgeable or don‘t get it or just don‘t care. They are the ones 

who have to change and ―we‖ must do the changing; ―we‖ must  convert them.  

The ―to consume less‖ phrase presumes an answer that a) ―the people‖ will come to once they 

know as much as  us (i.e., once they are converted); or b) will be imposed on them with ―incentives‖ or 

persuasive marketing.  
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The alternative framing—we will be consuming less, let‘s figure out how—still has  an elite 

―we.‖
13

 But the role of this ―we‖ is less to proselytize and advertise, less to persuade and convince, and 

more to  engage others wherever they are with respect to the issue at hand (here, overconsumption). (My 

experience is that  a lot of people, across the spectrum, recognize overconsumption in various 

manifestations, are concerned about it, and want to do something about it.) This ―we‖ doesn‘t presume to  

have  the answer. It sees complexity in biophysical and social systems everywhere; it accepts limited 

knowability, limited predictability, and limited controllability. It sees great uncertainty in the direction of 

social change and the multiple paths to adapt to that change. It cannot therefore know the answer.  

What this  ―we‖ can do that few in leadership positions anywhere are wont to do, is describe a 

scenario (or two or three) that presumes business-as-usual is impossible, however clean and green, 

however equitable and bountiful. This ―we‖ can state the matter boldly, much like a San Diego newspaper 

did recently in a headline about using treated waste water in the drinking supply: ―The Yuck Factor: Get 

Over It.‖
14

 It won‘t be popular, funders won‘t line up to give, politicians won‘t ask for endorsements, but 

this is what leaders do in times of dramatic and fundamental change. It is, I submit, a genuine politics, not 

a commercialized, trivialized, manipulative politics.  

In short, yes, there will be pushback, and likely from all corners of the modernist arena: 

progressive (liberal and conservative), business (at least some businesses, not all), justice, national 

security, etc. This maxim says resist the temptation to denounce those who ―don‘t get it.‖  

 

2. Subordinate green consumption to the objective of #1—i.e., facilitating the transition. 

Green consumption—that is, consumption that is more efficient, less wasteful, more renewable than 

business-as-usual—still has a role and, for many policy environments, it is all people will listen to. But 

the intervener who accepts the premises of this paper is obligated to put it in context, to position it as a 

step toward the larger, unavoidable transformation. And the risks of a ―small steps‖ strategy need to be 

made explicit: small steps don‘t inherently lead to big change; in fact, they can be reasons for 

complacency, for stopping short, for feeling ―I‘ve done my bit, now back to business-as-usual.‖
15

 

So green consumption may be a necessary part of the entire sustainable consumption action 

agenda but only for a purpose, that purpose being moving toward the unavoidable transition of having 

less and consuming less.  

                                            
13

 By definition, those of  us who have the  privilege of spending our working lives engaging issues like sustainable 

consumption are elites. That doesn‘t mean, however, that we need to be elitist. This is one intent of this first maxim. 
14

 Cited in Felicity Barringer, ―As ‗Yuck Factor‘ Subsides, Treated Wastewater Flows From Taps,‖ NYT, 

February 10, 2012, pp. 1, 3. 
15

 The rebound effect may be the best documented instance of the failures of small steps. See Horace Herring, 

[Rebound Effect]. For further discussion of small steps, see Michael Maniates, ―Choice Editing,‖ State of the World 

[2011]. 
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3. Focus attention on painting pictures of sustainable consumption. 

 Employ the skills of and people in the ―imaginative arts‖ to show how everyday folks in 

Northern, otherwise high-consuming societies can live well by living on less than the most possible. 

Don‘t shy away from the fact that such living is likely to be more demanding than that of the late 20
th
 

century (less convenience, service, entertainment, diversions). But if it‘s more demanding, it may well be 

more fulfilling, too. Besides, following #1, we will have little choice; little choice, that is, in consuming 

less, lots of choices in how we adapt to less consumption. 

The premise here is that resistance to consuming less is not so much a function of humans‘ 

supposedly innate desire for more, more, more, nor their aversion to doing anything strenuous. Rather, 

resistance comes from a lack of familiarity with living well with less. Thus, the intervener‘s task is to 

―prefamiliarize,‖
16

 not lecture, not proselytize, not ―incentivize.‖ It is to envision a realistic and desirable 

future. 
17

   

 

 

What these three maxims add up to is an unabashed call for a radical take on ―sustainable‖ and 

―consumption.‖ Not extremist, not revolutionary (unless one presumes that the coming changes will be at 

least as revolutionary as, say, the Industrial Revolution, which I do), not Marxist, not fringe, nor any of 

the other ways the term radical is dismissed, but simply that which goes to the root of things. And the 

―things‖ in question here are the likely changes, profound and possibly abrupt, that will occur in the 

coming years and decades as cheap energy (cheap economically, energetically and environmentally) 

comes to an end, as environmental costs, displaced in time and space, come around for payment, and as 

dominant social institutions reveal their utter inability to deal with non-growth (material non-growth, but 

probably economic non-growth as well), widespread human insecurity among rich and poor (e.g., food, 

freshwater, terrorism), and massive debt (financial, infrastructural and ―natural‖). 

Does such a call require researchers and policymakers to drop what they are doing and get in the 

lifeboat? Not exactly. But it does suggest that if such prognostications are taken seriously, then one‘s 

work is necessarily in the context of these profound changes.  

This then begs another question: does accepting this context presume collapse? Chaos? Misery? 

If one believes in the progressive ideal, that this world is the best of all possible worlds, that continuation 

                                            
16

 For the psychology of prefamiliarization, see Raymond De Young and Stephen Kaplan, ―Adaptive Muddling,‖ in 

De Young and Princen, The Localization Reader: Adapting to the Coming Downshift (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 

2012). 
17

 Meadows, Donella H. (1994), ―Envisioning a Sustainable World,‖ paper written for the Third Biennial Meeting of 

the International Society for Ecological Economics, October 24-28, 1994, San Jose, Costa Rica, pp. 1-6. 
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is possible (just cleaner and greener), that future wealth will cover past wrongs, and so forth, then, yes, 

the context is gloomy. If, however, one believes that humans are the quintessential adaptive creature, that 

we have made monumental transitions in the past and will do so many more times in the future and that, 

in many ways, humans are at their best in such times (think emergency response, humanitarian aid, Arab 

Spring), then this context is not so gloomy after all. It will be fundamentally different, uncertain, 

challenging, but not necessarily gloomy.  

 

 

Material decline can play out in many ways and by no means necessarily disastrously. One implication 

for sustainable consumption research and action is that the field would reject the wishful thinking of a 

greener business-as-usual, what is manifest in statements like, people don‘t want to hear about cutting 

back; or, tell us how we can consumer better, more efficiently, with fewer emissions, etc. Another 

implication is that it would unapologetically assert that people, all of us, will be consuming less, like or 

not, ready or not; consequently, it is better to skip marginal improvements unless one can clearly 

demonstrate a mechanism by which small steps add up to fundamental change. A third implication is that 

the field should look for those dimensions of declining consumption that could be positive and seek their 

leverage points.  
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