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How much is too much? How much s enough? Who decides? And who
wins and who loses in the process?

A Provisional Framewaork

Given our dissatisfacnion wich prevailing, fragmentary approaches to
consurnprion and irs externalities, we seek an alternative perspective, a
new angle on the consumpnon problem. We highlight here three critical
themes as a provisional framework: emphasis on the social embedded-
ness of consumption; attention to the linkages along commaodiry chains of
resource use that shape consumpnon decisions; and stress on the hadden
forms of consuming embedded in all stages of economic activiry. These
themes stand 1 contrast to the “production angle™ and is underlyng
assumption of an economy with ever-expanding throughput of marerial
and energy in the human systermn—an assumproion that exists as if cco-
lagical, psychological, and social capacity were mfinitely malleable and
extendable. From our “consumption angle,” we assume just the oppo-
site: that there are fundamental biophysical, psychological, and social
limits that can be ignored or strerched or disguised only in the short erm
and only ar increasing social, political, and economic cost. From the
producrion angle, ever-mcreasing production s logical; displacement of
costs onto others in time and space 1s normal competitive behavior. From
the consumpoon angle, ever-increasing throughpur and displacement of
costs 18 ulmarely destrucrive and self-defcanng. In hughlighting the dan-
gers of exceeding sodal capaaty and nsking ecological overshoor, our
intent 15 to question underlying assumpnons, to stimulare thought, and
o point to new forms of intervention,

The Social Embeddedness of Consumption

The first step in developing a more ecologically and socially attuned
framework for studving and acting on overconsumpnon is to recognize,
as many soctologists and others clearly have, that a consumer’s choices
are not solated acts of ranonal decision making. Rather, such choices
are often significant parts of an individual's attempt to find meaning,
status, and identity. Moreover, far from being astonomous exercises of
power by sovercign consumers, such choices in modern polincal econo-
mies are heavily influenced by contextual socal forces (notably advertis-
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ing and media images of the good life] and subject to structural _irarmu
Moﬁmnukfhmmt, rewardmg, cven mm..mw
'mmmpﬂm Embedding consumprion in a larger web of soqial relanons
leads us to ask about the mfluences on consumption choices, including
the location of power in structuring those chowces. .

We see two particularly useful concepts emerge from this focus on
the social embeddedness of consumption, Both identify imporeant m.:.'inl
processes that tend to be missed in conventional perspectives, perspectives
that assume atomistic ranonality and privilege power as consumer m\’ﬂl‘v
cignty. As Michael Maniates discusses in chapeer 3, indiwidualization s
the tendency to ascribe responsibiliry for all consumpuon-related prob-
lems to freestanding individuals. In this approach, the larger social forces
impinging on purchasers’ decisions are ignored. A second important con-
cept is Jack Manno's idea, 1n chapter 4, of mmadm:mm—_-d:r ten-
dency of commercial forces to colonize everyday acnon, converting more
and more of life's activities to purchase decisions.

Chains of Material Provisioning and Resource Use

A second component of our framework is the commodity chain of ma-
terial provisioning in which cansumption consists of a linked stream of
resource-use decisions. Prevailing models of economic actvary typically
focus on the interaction of producers’ and consumers’ market behavior
via the forces of supply and demand. We take a different perspective,
viewing cconomic transactions as a senies of hinked deasions runnung
along a commodity chain thar begins with pnmary resource extrachion
and continues through final purchase, use, and disposal. These two ends
of the chain are linked by a series of nodes that include investment,
manufacturing, processing, discribution, marketing, and retailing, In
practice, commodities are produced via a complex, weblike network of
economic relations, Bur the simple, linear notion of a cham is a usctul
first-cut approximation that directs attention both upstream and down-
stream from what is otherwise the conventional emphasis on individual
choices of atomized consumers. The commeodity-chain approach reminds
us thar consumption decisions are heavily mfluenced, shaped, and con-
strained by an entire string of linked choices being made, and power
being exercised, as commodities are created, distributed, used, and dis-
posed of.
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[ust as pur emphasis on the social embeddedness of consumprion leads
us te leghlighr critical processes of indvedualization and commiodinga-
tiomm, s too are oritical underlying processes revealed by the emphasis on
a linked commadity chain of resource-use decisions. One such PIOCESS 15
destancing, a term wie use 1o eeter 10 the severing of ecoloprical and socal
feedback as decision points along the chain are increasingly separated
along the dimensions ot geography, culture, agency, and power (see
chapter 5, by Thomas Princen). Rather than viewing consumption as
the exercise of consumer sovereignty n the contexr of perfecr (or near-
pertect) intormation, the concept of discancing highlights the increasingly
isolated characrer of consumption choices as decision makers ar individ-
nal nodes are cut olf from g contestualived understanding of the ram-
ficarions of thetr choices, barh npsereeam and downstream.

A second cringal process revealed through the resource-chain perspec-
tive 15 the disproportionate exercise of power and authority ar certain
criical nodes along the chain, The commodiry -chain perspective reminds
us thar the power 1o shape consumprion choices resides ar various nodes
all along the chain. In chaprer 6, Ken Conea argues that we are wir-
nessing the downstreaning of economic power m a post-Fordist global
economy. Across a wide swarh of global economc activity, changes in
the orgunization of production and exchange have shifred power away
fram comtrol of the means of production and roward what we can think
of as control of the means of consumption—enhancing the centrality of
consumption i environmental regulatory strategies and rosing che scakes

surrounding consumption for environmental social movements.

Production as Consumption

Combining the elements of socially embedded consumers and linked
chains of resource-use decisions leads to a thied theme of our provisional
tramewark: that “consuming” occurs all along the cham, not just ar the
dipwnscream node of copsumer demand, Nodes of raw-material extrac
tion and manutactuning, for example, represent not just production and
value gdded, bur alen consumption and value sultracted, Producers are
consumers; production s consumption. An important implcation of this
idea 15 thar what is being consumed ar each node 15 not obvious, Ar the
node of primary resource extraction ic might be the tree or the fish, or it

might be the ceosvsrem integreiry of the forest or the fAishery. At the node
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of final purchase it might be an apple, or a person’s artentiun, or a com-
munity’s social fabric.

Another implication of this view 1s that responsibility shifrs from rhe
individuared consumers-as-final-demanders to actors at all nodes of the
chain. Producers may add value as they sarisfy downsream demand, but
they also risk value depletion; they consiene value by producing. In using
up -n_'suurcf:& both nataral and social, they impose costson the environ-
ment and on people—Dbe rhey purchasers, workers, carcgivers, neigh-
bors, or cinsens,

This comstempiton angle on resource use offers a corrective o the
pmducliﬂn«mnn‘rud perspective that deminates contemporary discus.
sions of economic affairs; meluding environmeital protecrion. I thae
perspective, raw marterials feed manufacruning and distribution to pro-
duce what people wanr. It follows thar. because goods are good and
would not be produced if people did nor want them, more goods—and
more production—must be better, A productive economy 1s, as a resulr,
one thar produces more goods tor a given input (thus increasing the
economy’s “productivity™], yields more choices for consumers, and in-
creases outpur, When producnon creates problems such as pollution, the
productive answer is (o produce correctives such as scrubbers, filters, and
detoxifiers. Sa goes the lagic of proaduction, productiveness, productivity,
and products—<construing all things economic as producng, as adding
value, as, indeed, progress. The consumption angle turns this around o
seli-consciously construe cconomic activity as consuning, as depleting

value, as risking ecological overshoot, as stressing social capaciny.
Plan of the Book

The chapters that follow apply these themes in varying degrecs and at
different levels of analvsis. Some authors confront consimprion in their
analysis, others in the subjects they study, Al work toward theee applied
goals of the volumie: to place “cautous consunung™ alongside “berter
producing™ ns an activist and policy response to environmental problems,
tor demonstrate that such an alternative perspective is far from wishful
thinking, and to provide a prelmunary map of pressure paints for change.

Parr | of the book (The Consumponon Angle) lays mmporiant concep-

tual proundwork, Thomas Princen (chaprer 2) cnnques the prevailing
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focus on production and the lack of biophysical grounding, then develops
a “consumption angle’” with nofions of overconsumpnion and miscon-
sumption. Michael Maniates (chapter 3) highlights the rise of “individu-
alization" and the narrowing of environmental imagmatnion, while Jack
Manno (chapter 4) develops the concept of commodinzation, outlining
the forces that drive more and more everyday acovity into the commer-
cial realm, These analytic conceprs together help orient many of the re-
maining chapters and suggest avenues of intervennion.

Part 11 (Chains of Consumption) draws on these ideas bur shifts o a
macrolevel of analysis. It begins with Princen’s setup chapter (chapter 3)
on the concepr of distancing. Ken Conca extends this central idea of dis-
tancing with his piece on commodiry chains in a globalizing economy
ichapter &). In like fashion, Jennifer Clapp analyzes preconsumer and
postconsumer waste as the consuming of socal and ecological capeal
(chapter 7), and Richard Tucker offers a historical perspective on natural-
resource commodity chains m the Amencas {chapter 8). All four chapters
emphasize the importance of economic organization, the discribution of
market and politncal power, and the manufacturing of demand as costs
are shaded and distanced.

Moving 1o the realm of practice, many people are already implement-
ing the recommendanons—mplied and explicat—rthar flow from the first
two parts of this book. Part T {On the Ground) reports on and analyzes
cases of individual and collective confrontation with consumpoon, Indi-
viduals across North America, for example, are stepping off the work-
and-spend treadmull, forgomg mcome in favor of tme spent in more
rewarding, less matenal actimities {chaprer 9, by Maniates), As Marilyn
Bordwell shows in chapter 10, others ar¢ organizing to take on a §170
bilionfyear indusery with “subvertisements™ and “uncommercials.” Local
cooperative communities are creating their own currencies o reduce
the outflow of capital and jobs and o redchne hinkages among work,
value, and exchange (chapter 11, by Enc Hellemncr), and rransnational
networks of individuals and organizations are building institutions for
farest product certification (chaprer 12, by Fred Gale). Some individuals
go so lar as to generate therr own power, ndding themselves of depen-
dency on centralized, fossil-fuel-based energy unlines (chaprer 13, by

Jesse Tatum),
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Each of these case studies emphasizes the tensions among individual

' choices, social mobilization, and collective action within a given social
*

and ecological context. Together, they highlight pressure pomnts for po-
manmﬂtﬂbﬁ:ﬁtmﬂtﬁmﬂﬂldﬂﬁtﬂfﬁmmlanﬂ
[L. One point of potenrial change, clearly, is final consumption and prac-
tices such as “green consumption”™ and “voluntary simphcry.” Bur as we
have argued here and will argue further (see, especially, chapters L_ 6_, 9,
and 14), strategies thar emphasize individual action alone are insufficient
in the face of overconsumption. Political action—organiang for collec-
tive change—is needed.

One strategy for polincal change 15 0 move “upstream,
node of final consumption merely as the entry point for what becomes a
more comprehensive critique and restrucruring. This approach is perhaps
best illusrrated in chaprer 11, on local currency movements n which
Jocal communities create new chains with radically shortencd geographic
and social distances. Still other responses seek to reduce distancing within
existing chains, as in forest product certification {chapter 12). And there
are, finally, more hard-hitting tactics. One is to shine a bright light on the
asymmetric and often-abusive power arrangements inherent in dominant
systems of production and consumption, as in the case of Adbusters
(chapter 10) and the opponents of the globalization of waste (chaprer 7).
Muminating ahuses, asymmetries, and the costs of consumer cilrure—an
important end in its own right—raises consciousness and holds powertul
actors accountable. Another tacnc is to explore ways of opting out en
tirely, exposing the impermancnce and false economy of consumer cul-
ture; “home power” is a case m point (chapter 131

We make no daim to capruring the full range of social experiments
with confronting consumption, Certainly others come to mind: cities that
provide infrastructure for farmers’ markets to bring fresh produce ru_:h:
city and reconnect town and country; Quzens who campagn 2gamst
url.:un sprawl to expose the idden costs of subsidized private trans-
portation and development. Nor do we suggest that participants in the
movements and activities described here see consumption as the central
problem or interpret that problem in the same way. Indeed, we docu-
ment the rich diversity of analyses, ideologies, and norms underpinning
these activities. as well as the diverse entry points innovators have found

using the
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in the commeodity chains and consumprion streams of modern induserial
society. We remain struck by the burgeoning of such activity, and won-
der whether and how it might coalesce into a “sustainable consumprion™
maovement, onc that resists the femptanion to point the finger of blame
elsewhere, one that squarcly challenges overconsumption and the dis-
{chapter 14). We see tremendous potential for learning from the different
approaches and experiences captured by these responses and the move-
ments they spawn. These approaches and experiences provide a basis for
building —through further reflection and action—aon the conceprs and
trameworks we introduce and extend m the first two-thirds of the book.




