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Abstract

In this project, I critically assess Western consumerism by focussing on five main ethical and political
issues: consumption activity frequently injures the consumer, it injures third parties (especially those involved in
the production of commodities), it is very inefficient, it alienates consumers from the objects of their consumption,
and it is subject to considerable inequality. Linking social and individual practice theory with human and individual
need theory, I argue that both communities and their members need well-developed practice portfolios — otherwise
we cannot consume well. I also argue that justice requires the satisfaction of basic needs, defined in terms of agency
and citizenship requirements, to be given the greatest priority. Politically, a community has a responsibility to
manage its social practice portfolio such that its members are able to flourish as human beings without non-
consensually compromising the ability of people in other communities to do the same. As citizens, all of its members
have a responsibility to participate in an ongoing critical dialogue about how such flourishing is to be construed and
in which ways the needs that arise from it can legitimately be satisfied. Ethically, the individual consumer has a
responsibility to manage her individual practice portfolio, for example, by performing regular portfolio and practice
audits. To address her need for objective connectedness, she has a responsibility to dealienate herself from the objects
of her consumption. And with regard to TV media and museums, to use two particular examples of service

consumption, she has reason to participate in the relevant practices rather differently than Westerners typically do.
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Introduction

[TThe economics of the Socratics is not a technology of an age
of growth and development. Rather it is the product of an age
of anxiety, part of an attempt to work towards establishment
of a social order that might ensure a reasonable quality of life
for individuals, despite a political environment threatening
chaos. Economic analysis in the hands of the philosophers is
not a tool to be developed for use in the pursuit of transitory
national strength such as the Athenian proved to be. Instead,
it is an intellectual activity required for an understanding of
the nature of a just society and the application of that
understanding to the preservation of a certain quality of life.

Barry Gordon'

In sharp contrast to contemporary consumerist ideology, Socratic philosophy sharply opposed the
unconstrained pursuit of our wants. The appreciation of true needs and a disdain for mere desires is evident
throughout their writings. For example, Xenophon’s Socrates argues that enkrateia, self-mastery with regard to
bodily pleasures, is the condition of wealth and prosperity. Those who fail to succeed in mastering their desires,
especially for bodily pleasures, tend to be poor because their riches fail to match their boundless wants. Addressing
Critobulus, Socrates says that “I don’t think you would have enough to keep up the style you are living in and to
support your reputation, even if your fortune were three times what it is””. By contrast, and somewhat paradoxically,
Socrates, who has much less than Critobulus, is actually rich — because his resources suffice to afford the little he
desires. Socrates understands what he needs to flourish, and his desires are trained accordingly.’ In a similar vein,
Plato notes that “poverty consists not in a lessening of one’s property but in an increase of one’s avarice”. This
makes the reality of scarcity much less terrifying: as long as we understand that a rather small amount of material
resources is enough to live a good human life, we can flourish even when our access to them diminishes.

That scarcity is precisely what the Socratic philosophers witnessed when the political, military, and
economic strength of Periclean Athens disintegrated. Socrates himself twice fought in the Athenian army and
endured the reign of the Thirty Tyrants after Sparta’s victory. His disciple Plato experienced the Spartan triumph,
the continued withering away of Athens’ former empire, and the growing Macedonian threat. And Plato’s pupil
Aristotle watched the final acts as first Philip II of Macedonia, and then his son Alexander completed the destruction
of the old order. Small wonder that Gordon considers the economic thinking of these philosophers ‘the product of
an age of anxiety’. As the Athenian city-state came crashing down about their ears and social chaos threatened, it
made perfect sense to explore whether and how (reasonably) good lives could be led despite a waning resource
access.

As it happens, we presently find ourselves in a very similar position: many worry about the imminent
disintegration of current Western civilisation (among others). Primarily driven by Western consumerism,

humanity’s global ecological footprint has been surpassing our planet’s biocapacity for decades, badly damaging the

! Gordon (1975: 22-23).

2 Xenophon’s Oeconomicus (1997: 11.4).
3 Ibid; see also Dorion (2006).

4 Plato (1980: 736e).



Introduction

global ecosystem in the process. Throughout the past decade, we have witnessed an astonishing series of record-
breaking storms, floods, heat waves, droughts, forest fires, and coral bleaching events around the world — with
‘merely’ 1.0 °C of global warming. The effects of 1.5 °C, let alone increases greater than that, will be far worse, so
much so that the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) issued a dire warning in 2018 and urged
immediate, unprecedented social and economic changes. While the IPCC’s alert implies that there is still hope,
various scholars have begun to communicate a rather different message. For instance, Bendell interprets the
scientific information on current climate change as “indicating inevitable collapse, probable catastrophe and possible
extinction” of the human species.

If that is even possible, these problems are further exacerbated by an unabated global population growth
that continues to increase the pressure on terrestrial resources. In 2009, the Chief Scientific Adviser to Her Majesty’s
Government predicted that “by 2030 the world will need to produce 50 per cent more food and energy, together
with 30 per cent more available fresh water, whilst mitigating and adapting to climate change”. The combination
of these challenges represents a ‘perfect storm’, and it is difficult to not feel anxious about the future prospects for
human well-being. It represents a fitting context for returning to the philosophical concepts and questions that
occupied the Socratics some 2.5 millennia ago and considering Western consumption, the activity that lies as the
very heart of said storm, from their perspective.

For that reason, the question of What does it mean o flourish as a human being? and the concept of need
play important roles in this thesis. The latter lends itself straightforwardly for an exploration of the former, and if
we can determine what human beings need to live well gua human, we may be able to scale down the rampant
consumerism we find in highly developed countries (HDCs) by limiting ourselves to consuming only those things
that are actually required for flourishing. That is what parents do, and probably should do much more frequently,
with regard to their children too when they are out shopping after all: “Put that box back on the shelf, you don’t
need another toy”. The message is clear: the toy is not a necessary condition for the child’s well-being. Thus, there
is no good (enough) reason for buying it. Yet, as intuitive and straightforward as that criterion initially seems, its
application faces various problems. For example, how can the purchase of a7y commodity ever be justified on the
basis of need? For instance, no particular type of food is ever strictly necessary for our well-being: apples are not a
necessary condition for health, because we could have oranges instead. Secondly, well-being comes in degrees, so it
seems that needs must be correspondingly variable too. For example, what people need for a merely physically
tolerable existence (free from major calamity like prolonged and intense hunger and pain) differs from what they
need for an existence that deserves the label human. These issues are discussed in chapter 3.

Prior to that, I will consider a different subject matter that is highly relevant to consumption. Normative
ethical and political theory usually revolves around the idea that our activity is the result of antecedent deliberation
and choice. However, by far the most things we do are actually performed in a more or less mechanised fashion,
and that applies to consumption too. For example, our shopping routines are highly automatic, our media devices
(eg, TV sets) often operate without anyone paying much attention to them, and we frequently eat or drink whilst
being entirely absorbed in some other activity (eg, checking social media messages). As a result, it seems that the
proper unit of normative consideration is not so much the individual action tokens but rather the individual
practices of which they are mere enactments. In fact, given that individual practices are almost always the result of

social practices (especially since exposure to the latter is how we usually come to acquire the former), the concept

5 Bendell (2018: np).
6 Beddington (2009: 1).



Introduction

of practice as such is of great importance to ethics and politics. Connecting chapters 2 and 3, we will see that well-
composed individual practice portfolios are centrally among the things that human beings need to flourish.

However, given that the individual can be reasonably expected to acquire only those practices that are
part of her political community’s portfolio, that community (of which the individual is a part, of course) has a
responsibility to ensure that its portfolio too is well-developed — which is one of the subjects discussed in chapter 4.
After that, I introduce the anthropological concept of liminality and demonstrate its usefulness with regard to the
practice portfolio management of political communities. Prior to both of these issues though, I address a different
question that crucially concerns human consumption in a world of scarcity: as a matter of justice, what resources
can individuals claim and how should these claims be prioritised? Staying within my prior conceptual framework,
the answer makes reference to various degrees of human need-satisfaction.

In the final part, we turn toward the individual perspective and therefore to the ethics of consumption.
While chapter four focussed upon the community’s responsibility for the development and composition of the
communal practice portfolio, we now turn our attention to the individual’s responsibility for the development and
composition of her individual practice portfolio. I argue that my normative approach is better able to account for
consumer responsibility than others, in particular the action-centred one put forward in a recent publication on
global consumer ethics. In the second section, I discuss what some might consider a curious phenomenon, namely
the problem of object alienation. Given that objective connectedness is one of the human needs identified in chapter
three, I consider how we can improve our attachment to the objects in our lives and why that helps us flourish. In
the final section, I critically assess two practices in particular, namely zelevision media consumption and museum
consumption. I use them to demonstrate how my need- and practice-centred approach can be applied to the analysis
of activities that we do, or should, perform on a frequent basis.

Before we engage in any of these considerations, however, we need to perform some groundwork in
chapter 1 first. It is there that I outline what consumerism is and why it is problematic. It is there that I conceptualise
what consumption actually means, and how it differs from another important phenomenon, production. And it there
also that we consider the characteristics of our social ecology more generally, because human production and
consumption have been having various, quite dramatic effects on the environment(s) in which we operate.

One further matter. Throughout this work, I refer to practices of the Amish, a small seventeenth century
offshoot of the Mennonites (another persecuted Anabaptist sect that grew out of the Protestant Reformation
struggles in sixteenth century Europe). First arriving on North America’s shores in 1737, the Protestant group lived
quietly and invisibly as part of the rural population. In 1937, that inconspicuousness ended when the eastern
Lancaster County Amish publicly protested the conversion of their one-room/one-teacher community schools into
a consolidated public elementary school, the school-year extension from eight months to nine, and the raising of
mandatory schooling years from eight to nine. Hiding their children at home, the Amish, in an unprecedented
move, engaged lawyers to fight school conversion and the new education legislation all the way to the US Court of
Appeals.” Since then, other conflicts with the state have generated national visibility, though the Anabaptists are
now largely noted for their dissent from the national mantra of economic growth, technological progress, and
unconstrained consumerism. In fact, my reason for favouring the Amish as a research subject is their enduring
success in precisely that regard: no other countercultural community has been able to exist in the very midst of
American consumer culture, to resists its allure, and to greatly flourish nevertheless for nearly as long. I would have

preferred to write about a non-religious community, or one in which religion plays a much less central role, because

7 For details, see Meyers (2003).
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the approach I develop is secular (in the sense that it revolves entirely around human flourishing as the ultimate
end®). However, there simply is no other counter-consumerist group with an equally enduring and impressive
success story. Not a few, academics included, expected the Amish to disappear in the second half of the twentieth
century.” Instead, between 1951 and 2016 their ranks grew organically from roughly 28,000 to 308,000 (3.8%
compound annual growth rate, more than triple that of the total US population) and the number of their church
districts from 202 to 2,259." Since their original arrival on the Charming Nancy in Philadelphia, the Amish have
spread to 31 US states and three Canadian provinces. They represent a vibrant collective and a viable non-

consumerist cultural option, and I will demonstrate their significance for my project soon enough.

Without further ado, let us get started.

8 As opposed to what we might call ‘biblical flourishing’ (where the ultimate end is indexed to divinity).

o Kraybill et al (2013).
10 Ibid; Young Center for Anabaptist and Pietist Studies (bit.ly/2YOBvpB, accessed 08.07.2016).



1. Consumption and Consumerism

In the fluorescent glare of the inner light an endless column
of tin-bright insects and gleaming reptiles marched up
diagonally, from left to right, out of some hidden source of
nightmare towards an unknown and monstrous
consummation. Gongylus gongyloides by millions and, in the
midst of them, innumerable bloodsuckers. Eating and being
eaten — for ever.

Aldous Huxley"

The beauty of Huxley’s quote lies in the sense of horror conveyed through the combination of multiple
elements that are also characteristic of modern Western consumerism: legions of beautifully dressed yet menacing
creatures, the collective drive toward some hideous culmination (consummation, from consummare, one of the Latin
roots of consumption), and one of the most basic forms of repeatedly performed life-preserving destruction, feeding,
which always entails something, or someone, else being fed upon. Consumption cannot occur without destruction,
and mass consumption cannot occur without mass destruction. Yet, as we will see in section 1.2, it does not occur
for the sake of ruin as such. By definition, consumption has a constructive element, otherwise the activity would
have to be labelled ‘waste’ instead.

Before we engage in that conceptual work though, I will characterise and assess contemporary
consumerism as we currently find it in highly developed countries (HDCs) first. I will discuss various ways in which
our consumption fails to benefit or, worse, positively harms us, frequently along with many third parties who
participate in the processes that either precede or succeed the utilisation of commodities (1.1). In addition, toward
the end of the chapter I will argue that our post-industrial consumer society can be characterised in terms of
conditions that represent accelerating teeming turbulence, and possibly even vortical environments (1.3). These

features play important roles in subsequent chapters.

1.1. Characterising Consumerism

The consumption behaviours and structures found in the Western world after the Industrial Revolution
— often called modern consumerism or mass consumption — have been critically assessed by various scholars and for
some time. Many of these works have achieved considerable popularity even outside of academic circles, for
example, Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure Class, Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,
Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd, Galbraith’s The Affluent Society, and Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man."* Naturally, 1
cannot comprehensively review that, by now, extensive literature here. Instead, I focus on a number of key issues

that can be addressed from the perspective of the ethical approach that I develop in this thesis.

""" Huxley (1962: 274).
12 Veblen (2007), Weber (1930), Riesman (1950), Galbraith (1984), and Marcuse (1991).
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1.1.1. Western Consumerism

Historically, the particular economic frameworks geared towards, and the individual sensibilities directed

at, the mass-acquisition and -enjoyment of market commodities originated and developed in a reasonably

identifiable set of countries, notably in Central Europe — particularly the UK, the Netherlands, Germany, and

France — and its main colonies, especially the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. It is with these HDCs that

contempora estern mass-consumption is primarily associated, and it is they, different thou ey are, on whic
temporary West pt p ly ted, and it is they, different though they hich

I will broadly focus.

The reasons for which I pay special attention to what started off as American mass-consumer culture may

be almost too obvious to state:

Product Innovation and Volume: After World War 2, the US produced nearly as many goods as the
rest of the globe altogether, creating the impression of a land of milk and honey."> Granted, America’s
ideological competitor, the Soviet Union, was the first nation to put men in space. Yet, when it came
to kitchen debates', the Russians fought a losing battle. American consumer products set the
standards for decades, both qualitatively and quantitatively.

Cultural Hegemony: As part of America’s advancing cultural post-war imperialism'®, the message of
the pursuit of happiness through consumption quickly took hold throughout the Western world,
starting with the US-occupied parts of the Old Continent. Unsurprisingly, American wealth and
abundance were highly alluring for the war-worn Europeans, especially young people. Millions of
GIs — young, well-fed and healthy, nonchalant, sex- and fun-hungry, with plentiful supplies of
cigarettes, nylons, chocolate, and other attractive goods — effectively played the role of first-hour
consumption ambassadors.'®

Communicative Dominance: Being the world leader at developing and producing communication
technology for decades after the war, the US was “the most visible and audible land of the world”",
which made spreading the gospel of consumption all the more effective. Even when the hardware
became increasingly Japanese- and European-made, the cultural ‘software’ predominantly remained
American, or at least heavily Americanised. Even today, the world’s most structurally powerful media
entities are US-based transnational media corporations.' As a global super-industry, they provide
most of the world’s imaginary content in a cartel-like fashion."

Global Brands: Like America’s media corporations, US consumer goods companies became
transnational players and introduced American brands (physically through products, ideally*

through advertising) to markets around the world. For example, of the ten largest fast-moving

13 Wagnleitner (1999: 476).

At the 1959 American National Exhibition at Sokolniki Park in Moscow, an entire ‘typical American house’ filled with labour-saving

and recreational devices was exhibited to demonstrate the benefits of the capitalist consumer market. At the famous impromptu meeting
between Nixon and Khrushchev in the kitchen section of the house, the former proposed that it would “be better to compete in the
relative merit of washing machines than in the strength of rockets” (Safire, 2009: A25).

It may have been resented and resisted in some places, but was ‘an empire by invitation’ in many others (Wagnleitner, 1999).

Wagnleitner (1999). Of course, the relationships with their hosts were fraught with frictions (for Germany, see Héhn, 2002).

7 Wagnleitner (1999: 476).

Including Walt Disney, Comcast-NBC-Universal, News Corporation, Time Warner, Viacom, CBS Corporation, and Liberty Media.

For details, see Mirrlees (2013).
Y Miller (2002).

Meaning representing or embodying an idea or conception, not regarded as perfect or supremely excellent in its kind.
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consumer good (FMCG) conglomerates in 2015%', six are US companies® and one is the result of

mergers of international groups from the US, Belgium, and Brazil®.

Although the citizens of countries like Luxembourg, Norway, Switzerland, and Germany do not trail far
behind?*, Americans are still the planet’s most profligate consumers in general. According to 2014 data, the average
monthly consumption expenditures for goods and services in the US have reached the staggering amount of
US$8,150 per household, or US$3,150 per capita.””

Another quick terminological remark. ‘Consumerism’ has various meanings. Originally, the term denoted
the advocacy of consumer interests and entitlements.”® These rights, for which Kennedy’s 1962 Consumer Bill of
Rights was the landmark legislation (which served as the basis for the 1985 United Nations Guidelines for
Consumer Protection” in turn), are now legally codified in many countries. However, more recently the term

acquired a rather different set of meanings.”® It now refers to

—  Ethical Doctrine: commodity consumption represents the essence of the good life (which is the
antithesis to the Puritan ethic of self-denial);

— Social Ideology: the utilisation of goods and services — rather than the individual’s religion, work, or
political orientation — is the proper source of social and status distinctions (conspicuous consumption);

—  Economic Ideology: the proper objective of economic development is the realisation of ever-higher
material standards of living;

— Political Ideology: parties and the state represent demand-focussed providers of political commodities

that are marketed and ‘sold’ like the goods and services in economic marketplaces.”

My use of the term reflects that recent cluster of related meanings, especially the first three. If T refer to

the original signification of consumerism, I will use a phrase like ‘consumer rights movement’ instead.

1.1.2. Issues of Contemporary Consumerism

I shall now provide a brief, and necessarily broad-stroke, characterisation of contemporary Western
consumption. While I focus primarily on Anglo-American consumer society, the trends outlined below can be
found to similar extents in many other Western countries too (for the reasons outlined above). To focus my
discussion, I distinguish between five ethical and political issues (that I will ultimately address in chapters 4 and 5

in particular).

21 According to OC&C's annual Global 50 FMCG Index (www.occstrategy.com).
22 Procter & Gamble, Pepsico, Coca Cola Company, Tyson Foods, Mondalez, and Archer Daniels Midland.
2 Anheuser-Busch InBev.

24 Eurostat and OECD databases (actual individual consumption per capita 2011, 2011 PPP).

5 Based on economic data from the US Bureau of Economic Analysis (www.bea.gov).

26 The OED traces this use to the year 1915.

% See Harland (1987). In 1999, the promotion of sustainable consumption was added to the original seven rights (Department of

Economic and Social Affairs, 2003). It essentially extends consumer rights to future generations.

2 If Wikipedia is an indicator of terminological popularity, this set has crowded out the original signification.

2 See Gabriel & Lang (2015). Geographically, the tone of the term varies significantly. While it is associated with abundance and

prosperity in the US, its connotations in Europe are self-interest and vulgar materialism (Bennett et al, 2005).
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1.1.2.1. Consumer Injury

As my definition of the concept below bears out, a key aspect of consumption is its constructive element.
When agents consume, they tend to operate on the basic belief (or at least hope) that they benefit themselves. For
instance, food is eaten because it nourishes, clothes worn because they protect, and music listened to because it
entertains. Yet, many of the activities contemporarily accounted for under consumption actually harm their
performers in various ways. Looking ahead to the concepts that I employ in subsequent chapters, I define harm or
injury in terms of human flourishing and needs: an individual suffers harm or injury in a certain respect (eg,
regarding a particular human need or set of needs) and during time interval T if and only if there occurs an event
such that she would have flourished more in said respect during T had that event not occurred. The characterisation
enables us to consider the event’s effects with regard to particular time frames and specific aspects (rather than
merely human flourishing overall). It allows for harmful actions as well as non-action events, so we can easily
account for injuries for which no individual causal actor can be identified.”

Consider eating behaviour in the US. In the early postcolonial period in the States, energy intake was
generally sufficient to perform the roughly ten daily hours of heavy labouring (usually on farms). Compared to that
amount, contemporary Americans ingest 32% more calories. Between 1980 and 2000 alone, caloric intake grew by

22% — more than one percent annually on average.

lllustration 1: Estimated Average Daily Caloric Intake in the US*'
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At the same time, not only have working weeks become considerably shorter (eg, US manufacturing
workers laboured between 65.5-69.0 hours weekly in 1850°* and 41.3 hours in 2000* on average), but the work
of Westerners has also become considerably less physically laborious on average. For example, in 1841 22% of
British workers were employed in agriculture and fishing, 36% in manufacturing, and 33% in services. By 2011,
these numbers had changed to one percent, nine percent, and 81% respectively.** Roughly the same occurred in

the US, although it was initially much less industrialised, of course.”

30 For various problems associated with counterfactual comparison accounts of harm, see Hanser (2013).

31 Data from Floud et al (2011: 314, Table 6.6). After 1840, a considerable decline in diet occurred due to wheat, rye, pork, and beef
shortages when domestic food production could not keep up with rapid population growth (also due to immigration). Average caloric
intakes recovered only after the Civil War.

32 US Department of Interior’s Census Office (1883) and US Senate (1893).
33 US Census Bureau (2007).

3 UK Office for National Statistics (2013).

3 See Gallman & Weiss (1969).
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In effect, caloric requirements have long been declining while caloric intake has been steadily increasing,
although even the early postcolonial diet would now be far too rich for most people. The estimated caloric needs
for a middle-aged (36-40 years old) sedentary, moderately active, or active male are 2,400, 2,600, and 2,800 calories
daily respectively; a female requires 1,800, 2,000, and 2,200 calories respectively. The actual caloric intake
differential explains why excessive body fat has become a major health concern in the US. Among adults aged 20
years or older, 35.1% are now classified as obese (BMI over 30) and another 33.9% as overweight (BMI between
25-30)*, resulting in substantially raised risks of morbidity from type-2 diabetes, coronary heart disease, stroke,
gallbladder disease, osteoarthritis, a variety of cancers, and other conditions.” In other words, when a typical
middle-aged moderately active American woman consumes food containing the average estimated daily 3,900
calories, almost half of her feast counts as overconsumption that is not merely unnecessary but actually injurious.
In December 2016, the National Center for Health Statistics reported that for the first time in over two decades
the average American life expectancy at birth had declined”, with obesity widely cited as leading cause in the US
media.

Part of the explanation for America’s excessive energy intake can be found in the growth of ultra-processed
edible products, the rates of production and consumption of which began to accelerate in the 1980s.”” Ultra-
processed food products “are made from processed substances extracted or refined from whole foods — eg, oils,
hydrogenated oils and fats, flours and starches, variants of sugar, and cheap parts or remnants of animal foods”
(ie, industrial ingredients and additives”') but contain little or nothing by way of actual whole foods (which they
are often designed to resemble in look, smell, feel and taste).” They are typically energy-dense; high in glycaemic
load and unhealthy types of dietary fat, free sugars, and sodium; and low in dietary fibre, micronutrients, and
phytochemicals.”® As Illustration 2 shows, since 1938 the share of ultra-processed food products in the average
Canadian household food basket has been steadily and significantly increasing. It now represents more than half of

the diet of Canadians.

36 QOgden etal (2014).

37 National Institutes of Health (1998).
38 Xu et al (2016).

3 Monteiro et al (2012).

& Moodie et al (2013; italics added).

4 “Numerically, the great majority of the ingredients of ultra-processed products are additives of a variety of types, which include

preservatives; stabilisers, emulsifiers, solvents, binders, bulkers; sweeteners, sensory enhancers, flavours, and colours” (Monteiro et al,
2012: 550).

I follow the classification in Monteiro et al (2012), which distinguishes between three groups, namely foods, culinary ingredients, and
food products, and within the third between processed food products, alcoholic drinks, and ultra-processed products.

8 Moodie et al (2013).
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lllustration 2: Share of Ultra-Processed Products in the Average Household Food Basket*
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Considering the example of a developing country that has recently been emerging as an economic world
power, Brazil’s dietary change is currently trailing behind Canada’s by about half a century, but the trend is clear:
“As societies become more urbanized, as available income grows and as the proportion of women employed outside
the home increases, ready-to-eat and ready-to-heat food products become convenient and attractive choices™.
Profit-seeking corporate entities happily promote and address that demand by formulating convenient, highly
durable, and hyper-palatable products that subsequently replace unprocessed and minimally processed foods.*

Ultra-processed food products are becoming dominant in the global food system as a whole.”’
Corporations, often the previously mentioned transnational FMCG conglomerates, manufacture these products on
massive scales and aggressively market them globally, especially targeting children and young people to mould their
food consumption habits early in life.®

I will address the phenomenon of ultra-processed products further below because they represent merely
one example of objects that, apart from the purchase act, require virtually no pre-consumption activity of their

consumers.

1.1.2.2. Consumer Inefficiency

With regard to the utilisation of various resources other than food, the claim that consumption harms
the performer is less plausible. However, the weaker claim that it is inefficient is not. Let us conceptualise efficiency
in terms of resource input vs well-being output, such that inefficient consumption represents the utilisation of a
resource that could be employed for the sake of gaining a greater amount of well-being otherwise or elsewhere.

Consider accommodation in the US. Helping to alleviate the immense post-war housing shortage,
providing an investment outlet for war-time savings, and fuelling not only America’s building and construction
industries but also, indirectly, the manufacturing of home equipment®, the famous GI Bill’s low-cost loan guaranty

5

programme was successful in many ways. By 1956, 42% of WW?2 veterans had become homeowners™, contributing

4 Monteiro et al (2013: 24).
s Ibid: 14.

4 Monteiro et al (2012).

47 Monteiro et al (2013).

8 Monteiro et al (2012).

#  In addition to driving demand for such equipment, home ownership also ensured solvency because it could be used to secure further

consumer credit. What is more, some US states offered veterans additional loans to assist in purchasing household furnishings and
appliances (L. Cohen, 2003).

>0 L. Cohen (2003).
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to quickly rising homeownership rates. America’s suburbanisation, the mass-move from urban apartment dwelling
to single-family housing outside the inner city had begun. During the 1950s, inner-city populations in the twenty
largest metropolitan areas increased by merely 0.1%, suburban ones by 45%.’" The trend continued throughout
the century. While only 15.3% of the US population lived in the suburbs of metropolitan areas in 1940, by 2000
that percentage had skyrocketed to 50.0.”

lllustration 3: Floor Area in New Single-Family Houses and Household Size, US*
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Alongside the shift in location, the average US dwelling has been swelling in size rapidly due to the
prodigious growth of the footprints of single-family houses. In 1950, the average floor size of new single-family
houses had been roughly 1,000 square feet.> By 2014, it had grown to 2,657 square feet — a 165% increase. Once
we take into account that, at the same time, the average US household size has been shrinking continuously (from
3.4 persons in 1950 to 2.5 in 2014”°), dwelling size growth rates become more impressive yet: average square footage
per inhabitant in new single-family houses grew from roughly 300 in 1950 to 1,046 in 2014, representing a 250%

increase.

lllustration 4: Floor Area in New Single-Family Houses and Units in New Multi-Family Buildings, US>®
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The single-family houses’ share of New Jersey’s housing stock bourgeoned from seven percent in 1950 to 64% a decade later (ibid).
52 Hobbs et al (2002).

Square footage data from US Department of Commerce (2014); household size data from US Census Bureau (2015).

54 Wilson & Boehland (2005).

» Data from US Census Bureau (2015).

¢ Data from US Department of Commerce (2014).
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By contrast, the average size of units in new multi-family buildings, the kind of houses typically found in
inner cities, has been changing little. Between 1999 and 2007, average square footage in these units grew from
1,104 to 1,300 (17.8%), but by 2013 it had dropped right back to 1,107. During the same period, new single-
family house size grew by 375 square feet on average, a full third the size of 2 1999/2013 unit in new multi-family
buildings.

The average size across a// dwelling types in the 28 member states of the European Union (aka EU-28) is
1,101 square feet (102.3 square metres), a number close to the averages of Italy, France, Spain, Finland, and
Germany (98.7, 101.8, 102.8, 104.0, and 106.8 square metres respectively). In all of these countries roughly 90%
of the population are satisfied or very satisfied with their dwellings”’, indicating that high degrees of human well-
being require dwellings no larger than the average American apartment.”®

Compared to the central need satisfied by housing, namely shelter, typical American single-family
dwellings are vastly less resource-efficient than their multi-family correspondents. Not only do they require a
considerably greater amount of scarce building materials to begin with, but the increased accommodation size has
a direct follow-on effect upon the utilisation of other goods and services too. An empty abode is not a home, after
all. A dwelling becomes accommodating only through furnishings, including furniture, rugs and carpets, curtains,
and wall-decoration; what is more, empty furniture invites content in turn. The larger the dwelling, the
correspondingly greater the follow-on consumption (along with whatever services are required to maintain the
objects). Thus, it is not surprising that researchers have found strong links between housing type and consumption
volume of said items. According to Norwegian research, for example, households living in single-family houses
spend twice as much on consumption related to indoor and outdoor maintenance, household equipment, furniture,
and equipment for recreational purposes as households living in multi-family dwellings.” At the same time, there
is no empirical evidence that such increased spending level has the people in the former households live better lives.

Mass-suburbanisation and growing dwelling size at least partially explain the volume of usables and
appreciables® currently found in America’s homes. Although the estimated number of 300,000 objects owned by
the average US household reported 2014 in the Los Angeles Times' seems inflated, the following testimony from an

ethno-archaeological study conducted in suburban Los Angeles family homes a few years prior certainly does not:

The first household assemblage we analysed, of Family 27, resulted in a tally of 2,260 visible possessions
in the first three rooms coded (two bedrooms and the living room) [...] Family 27 has these thousands
of possessions in only a portion of their modest-sized (980 square feet) house’s rooms, and they are not
at all unique in our study. Small wonder that quite a few of the sampled L.A. houses, which average
1,750 square feet of living space, feel overstuffed and cluttered.®*

As the researchers’ tallies do not include “untold numbers of items tucked into dresser drawers, boxes,
and cabinets or items positioned behind other items”®, their counts are very conservative compared to what families
actually own. Like many others before them, the investigators found a pervasive display of hyper-consumerism:

homes full of possessions that do not only organise and define but positively engulf their inhabitants.

7 2012 data (Eurostat, 2014b).

58 In 2014, EU-28’s average household size was 2.3 persons (Eurostat, 2014a).
» Hoyer & Holden (2001).

6 Use objects and objects that exist purely to be appreciated (see section 1.2 for details).
ol MacVean (2014).

62 Arnold et al (2012: 25).

& Ibid.
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In fact, the researchers highlighted that the living spaces of most Americans do not actually suffice to

contain the mass of their belongings any longer:

Cars have been banished from 75 percent of garages to make way for rejected furniture and cascading
bins and boxes of mostly forgotten household goods. Our analysis suggests that close to 90 percent of
garage square footage in middle-class L.A. neighborhoods may now be used for storage rather than
automobiles.**

Once US garages had been filled with the collateral objects of consumerist conquest, families had to find
home-external space, and the self-storage industry happily responded: one in ten US households now rents a self-
storage unit, enabling families to accumulate even more objects. What had once been a service for managing short-
term logistical problems (eg, during household moves) increasingly became a long-term solution for managing the
effects of over-accumulation. By 2007, “[f]ifty percent of renters were now simply storing what wouldn’t fit in their
homes”. In fact, 15% of self-storage customers volunteered they were storing items that they no longer needed or
wanted, a number projected to have been grown to one in four renters in 2008. As these stored objects are literally
useless and do not promote well-being at all, we can hardly speak of consumption anymore. Rather, the resources
in question are completely wasted — with regard to both storage facilities and what sits inside them.

Children are as much subject to growing accumulation of possessions as adults. For instance, in their
1972/73 North Carolina sample, researchers counted an average of 91 toys and furnishings (in 13 classes®) in the
rooms of 6-year old children.”” By 2010, the number of toys owned by an average ten-year-old in the UK (also in
13 classes) had reportedly grown to 238.% Given that US children make up only 3.1% of the global child population
but Americans buy over forty percent of the toys consumed world-wide®, the number is likely much higher in
North-America. In the aforementioned LA households investigated by ethno-archaeologists, the possessions of
parents were crowded out to a degree such that even home offices and studies were crammed with toys and other
belongings of their progeny. Research data suggest that “each new child in a household leads to a 30 percent increase
in a family’s inventory of possessions during the preschool years alone™”.

Compare these numbers with the standard household inventories of Americans who lived just one or two
hundred years ago. 18™®-/19"-century probate records tell us what early-industrial individuals owned at their time

of death. For example, take the estate of widow Elizabeth Davis who died in 1825 in Brookhaven, Long Island:

One axe; one pair of andirons and dogs; a crane, a shovel and tongs set, one frying pan, one tea
kettle, and two pots; a water pail, a small stove, and two pots to go on it; two bedsteads, two
featherbeds, two tables, three chairs, four trunks, some bowls, plates and tableware; one half
barrel of wheat flour, twenty pounds of salt beef, and four rods of firewood.”

6 TIbid: 44.

05 Mooallem (2009).
66 Eg, toy vehicles, dolls, stuffed animals, and sports equipment.
7 Rheingold & Cook (1975).

68 See Plasket (2014).

% Arnold et al (2012).

70 Ibid: 36.

7L Cowan (1983); for an analysis of 17%-/18"-century English probate inventories, see Weatherill (1996).
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Granted, Davis was not well-off, but her neighbour Ruth Mulford did rather well, and she owned

relatively few durable things in addition:

A piggin (a milk pail), sieves, stone jugs, and a churn; a large keg with soap grease in it; cards,
a spinning wheel, a reel, and some woollen rolls; a bake pan and four large wooden bowls; a
coffee mill; twenty-three sheets, eleven tablecloths, twenty-four pillowcases, twelve towels, and
six bed quilts.”

Even if the number of items representing the contents of an average 18"-/19"-century household runs
into low three-digit territory, the contrast with contemporary household inventories is stunning.

We find an equally impressive difference if we consider refuse. Until just over a century ago, “post-
consumer waste had been mostly organic: ashes, food wastes, animal carcasses, and shit”, plus a few “other forms of
solid waste: cracked ceramics, glass shards, tattered clothes, broken furniture, metal bits””. The former was mostly
used to supplement soil; the latter was exceedingly rare because rather than being discarded, “most such objects
were repaired (collars and coats turned, shoes resoled, tin pots patched) or put to inventive reuse (a broken bowl

”74, By contrast, the average

becomes a scoop, tattered trousers a mop) in an array of marvellous and banal practices

per capita generation of municipal solid waste in the US in 2015 was 4.5 Ibs daily, up from 2.7 Ibs in 1960.”
While object stewardship and bricolage (that I discuss in chapter 5) were central characteristics of the

human relationship with material objects till the 19" century, the onset of product disposability offered “deliverance

”7¢. Contemporary obsolescence figures indicate that, in addition to consuming

from the obligation to care for things
and using ever more items, these goods pass through the lives of Western consumers at an ever-increasing pace too.
For example, consider the changes in first-user service life durations for large household appliances in Germany

during the eight years following 2004:

lllustration 5: Average First-User Service Life Durations (Years), Large Household Appliances”

Appliance type 2004 2012/13  Change
Washing machines 12.7 11.9 -6.3%
Clothes dryers 13.6 11.9 -12.5%
Dish washers 12.1 12.4 2.5%
Fridges 15.6 14.4 -7.7%
Freezers 18.2 15.5 -14.8%
Fridge/freezer combinations 14.1 12.6 -10.6%
Electric stoves 15.2 13.8 -9.2%
Total 14.1 13.0 -7.8%

Within a mere decade, these appliances exit the household that originally bought them more than a year
sooner on average, attesting to increasing rates of material through-put (ceteris paribus). In categories such as
consumer electronics, usables get replaced both far more quickly and at greater rates of acceleration yet. For example,

42% of German smart phone users replace their handsets at least every two years now, 58% at least every three

72 The inventory suggests that Mulford “had either purchased linen or cotton fabric for finishing or made these articles at some time in
the past (when, presumably, she had owned the appropriate tools) and was holding them for sale in the future” (ibid: 35).

73 Goldstein (2012: 329).
74 Ibid.

75 Of that, 26% are paper and paperboard, 13% plastics, and nine percent metals. The numbers do not include industrial, hazardous,
and construction/demolition waste (US Environmental Protection Agency, 2018).

76 Strasser (1999: 270).
77 Prakash et al (2016).
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years. Only 19% of users do so because of an actual technical defect or due to weak batteries. The vast majority,
68%, simply want a new model or upgrade because their network provider offers (and encourages) it.”

When it comes to clothing, obsolescence is even more prominent. While apparel mongers sold their
garments on the basis of four annual seasons (summer, autumn, winter, spring) until just a few years ago, recently
so called fast fashion retailers” such as Zara, H&M, and Topshop have been shortening their annual fashion cycles
to periods of a mere 4-6 weeks, in extreme cases pushing 20 seasons per year.** The vendors explain and justify these
accelerations by asserting market demand. Obsessed with the latest trends in popular culture, they argue, consumers
want to buy things worn on the catwalk or by celebrities. Yet, their fickle moods have them abandon these wardrobes
just as quickly — a characterisation reminiscent of Campbell’s type-3 neophiliac: fashion fanatics who, bored with
the familiar and craving for stylistic novelty, are subject to “a rapidly changing and continuous sequence of new
wants”®'. Unsurprisingly, the average per-capita generation of textile municipal solid waste in the US was about 1
Ibs in every four days in 2013, up from 1 lbs in about 20 days in 1960.%

Yet, the causal explanation of accelerating obsolescence, be it psychological or technological, is not as
simple as fashion retailers would have us believe. For example, type-3 neophiliacs do not represent individuals whose
pre-existing, dormant psychology just happens to actualise itself now, revealing the fashion addicts we truly are.
Neither do they represent a group of people whose psychology somehow transformed itself autonomously, leaving
manufacturers and retailers no option but to adapt. Considering the investigative principle cui bono, commodity
suppliers clearly do not only have a motive to promote a personal identity that revolves around the discretionary
features of one’s chosen wardrobe and other possessions. They also have a motive to manipulate the aesthetic
judgements that have become the basis for ascertaining individual and group difference, thereby participating in
what Bourdieu calls zaste terrorism, the ridiculing, shaming, and silencing of those “who simply fall short, in the
eyes of their judges, of the right way of being and doing”®. In fact, ample documentation exists that the induction
of appearance-based feelings of shame and pride has been a frequently and widely pursued corporate sales tactic
aimed to provoke consumers into making commodity purchases.’* In this context, a discussion of positional
consumption — ie, the consumption of positional goods (items the utility of which depends at least partially on
social scarcity®) — is also pertinent. However, due to space restrictions I must leave this topic for another occasion.

From an aggregate perspective, the inefficiency of modern Western consumption, compared to both how
Westerners used to consume merely a few decades ago and how most people in non-HDCs consume to date, is

illustrated by the empirical data that bear out the Preston curve.

78 Stiftung Warentest (2013).

7 The term fast fashion actually derives from the phenomenon of supply chain time compression (rather than the fact that consumers

replace their wardrobe with increasing speed now). For details, see Hines & Bruce (2007).
80

Christopher, Lowson, & Peck (2004) and Hines (2007). As Joy et al put it, “[f]ashion, more than any other industry in the world,
embraces obsolescence as a primary goal; fast fashion simply raises the stakes” (2012: 276).

81 Campbell (1992: 56).

82 US Environmental Protection Agency (2018).

83 Bourdieu (1984: 511).
84 Eg, Slade (20006).

8 Hirsch (2005). For instance, social rank is scarce in that sense because the relatively higher one individual’s social rank is, the relatively

lower the rank of others must be. If the perceived luxuriousness or fashionability of clothes socially elevates their wearer, then these
clothes are positional goods. See also Lichtenberg (2014), especially chapter 6.
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lllustration 6: Relationship Between Real GDP per Person and Life Expectancy at Birth®®
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The curve visualises associations between income and life expectancy. For the illustration above, data
from 174 countries (both developed and developing) for the years 1970, 1990, and 2010 were used. Beyond a
certain national GDP (presumed to reflect a particular level of average individual consumption), increased income
is associated with barely significant life expectancy changes.”” That the curve moves upward over time is due to
factors other than income, especially medical progress.*® If we assume that the causality runs from income to
health®, however indirectly, and that life expectancy reflects individual well-being with some degree of accuracy,
then any further increases in consumption beyond USD 20,000 GDP per capita (indexed to 2010) are highly
inefficient because they make the consumer little better off. In fact, we may even go as low as USD 10,000. GDP
per capita in the US (in constant 2010 USD) had already surpassed 20,000 in 1965, and it exceeded twice that
amount in 1997.” In other words, the marginal returns of greater average consumption have been vanishingly small
in the US (and plausibly all other HDCs) for more than half a century. That we have been ruining Earth’s biosphere

and climate for such little return is all the more tragic.

1.1.2.3. Object Alienation

Human beings have the ability to form a variety of bonds of various strengths. Not only can we develop
relationships with other people and with non-human animals, but we can also become attached to physical objects.
For example, consider the child who refuses to leave home for the holidays without that old, worn-out teddy bear
for which, in the eyes of her parents, she has already become much too old; or the adult who refuses to go climbing

without her old, repeatedly mended mountaineering backpack, even though she was given a new one quite some

86 Lutz & Kebede (2018).

8 We find a rather similar curve if we plot national income or GDP per capita against self-reported happiness (Layard, 2011; Wilkinson

& Pickett, 2010). However, for the moment I will steer clear of subjective happiness measures because they are notoriously unreliable.
Subjective happiness is affected by personal expectations, and human beings seem to be able to adjust their expectations to great degrees
both up- and downwards (Graham, 2009).

88 See Lutz & Kebede (2018).

8 According to Pritchett & Summers (1996), country differences in income-per-capita growth rates from 1960-90 explain roughly 40%

of the worldwide cross-country differences in mortality improvements, which indicates a positive causal relationship between income

and health.
% Data from World Bank (data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.KD?locations=US, accessed 30.01.2019).
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time ago. Whether we claim that such bonds represent “at bottom a kind of love™" or consider them in terms of a
less conceptually laden object/objective relationship, the ability to become attached to objects — just like the capacity
to connect with living creatures — is relevant to human flourishing because it affects individual well-being.
Sometimes object attachment is almost automatically associated with what we might call the materialist
attitude or materialist value orientation. Materialism in that sense can be characterised in terms of acquisition
centrality (meaning that the person’s plans and goals revolve around high levels of material consumption), bappiness
as acquisition (possessions are considered essential to life satisfaction and well-being), and success as accumulation
(achievements of self and others are judged in terms of quantity and quality of accumulated possessions).”> However,
there is no necessary link between materialism of that kind and an object attachment that affords benefits like

continuity and stability:

Surrounded by our things, we are rooted in and visually continuous with our pasts. Surrounded by our
things, we are sheltered from the many forces that would deflect us into new concepts, practices, and
experiences. These forces include our own acts of imagination, the constructions of others, the shock of
personal tragedy, and simple forgetfulness. As Arendt has suggested, things are our ballast. They stabilize
us by reminding us of our past, by making this past a virtual, substantial part of our present.”®

By helping us contextualise particular performances (ours and those of others) and other events within
the narratives that represent, or that we believe to represent, life stories, objects play an important role with regard
to creating a meaningful existence. For example, the aforementioned climbing pack that has been worn out over
the course of countless mountaineering trips helps the agent associate her current expedition with a climbing career
that may span decades.

Belongings scaffold the sense of who a person was and is, and possibly also who she aspires to become,
even if her identity is diametrically opposed to materialism as defined above. For example, when Francis of Assisi
underwent his spiritual conversion, he fashioned himself a cross-shaped tunic “of the roughest stuff that therein he
may crucify the flesh with [its] vices and sins”, “most poor and mean, and such as by no means to excite the world’s
covetousness”**. The qualities of his intentionally simple, unattractive, and uncomfortable garment impressed upon
him and others the centrality of the idea around which the entire Franciscan movement would revolve, namely the
deliberate poverty of Christ — which is precisely why Francis, in contrast to ordinary, involuntary paupers, could
not simply wear charitable garment donations (originally designed to send rather different signals™).

As indicated above, Western consumerism can be characterised in terms of both the immense number of
commodities that surround the individual at home and the increasingly smaller periods during which these objects
remain in the possession of their owners. Both make it impossible for agents to develop high-quality relationships
with the objects that constitute the set of her possessions. In fact, one might argue that consumerism must

necessarily oppose intense objective bonding:

To be a good consumer, you have to desire to get lots of things, but you must not love any of them too
much once you have them. [...] When consumerism succeeds, our attachments are shallow, easily
broken, so we can move on to the next thing we’re supposed to get. Being a good consumer means
desiring new things, not cherishing old ones.”®

o Cary (2009: 119).

92 Richins & Dawson (1992).

93 McCracken (1988: 124).

94 Thomas of Celano (1908: 22-23)

Note what we previously discussed with regard to positional consumption.

% Cary (2009).
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Plausibly, such a view presupposes that a) consumerism is driven by corporate profit-seeking and b)
corporate profits can be maximised only by selling new products that replace old ones (rather than by offering repair
and maintenance services). We can probably grant the former, but the latter is less plausible. Profit-secking as such
is neutral with regard to how profits are made. It is no secret that the so-called aftermarket offers considerable sales
potential with regard to many commodity types, and that the provision of after-sales services is significantly more
profitable for many companies than the supply of newly manufactured items, even for corporations like General
Motors”. Thus, a rather different logic presents itself: “The longer the life of the asset, the more [sales] opportunities

%, especially if the object plays an important role in the life and activities of the

companies will find down the line”
consumer. In that regard, consumerism need not be antithetical to objective attachment. (Unfortunately, the
empiricism of contemporary consumer possessions overall does not bear out such an anti-disposability logic.)

However, even if disposability was overcome, the capital profit-drive behind consumerism requires that
individuals utilise highly commoditised objects and services, that is, tangible and intangible entities that are
maximally processed by corporate providers. Commoditisation erodes objective attachment too. The more value a
producer offers its customers, the more payment it can demand for its commodities — but the less consumers engage
in objective bonding activity (ceteris paribus).

Given that capital must seek productive employment, privately owned corporations tend to add benefit
by assuming tasks that have previously been carried out by consumers themselves (assuming a sufficient return on
investment).” During the past two centuries, we have seen the delegation of vast portions of pre- and post-
consumption activity to corporate providers in virtually all practical life domains. For instance, take vehicle

maintenance and the disappearance of the once-popular image of @ man working on his car:

The increased computerization of the machinery means that to maintain a car or make repairs one needs
sophisticated technology that is unavailable even in basic gas stations, let alone home garages. Calls to
the radio show Car Talk generate very few questions about how to fix something; rather, most callers
simply want to get an idea of what their problem is before approaching a mechanic so that they feel less
likely to be taken for the proverbial ride.'®

According to Clarke, the computerisation of vehicular machinery prevents home car repairs in two ways.
It makes the necessary tools inaccessible to consumers, and, she also seems to intimate, it prevents them from
understanding how said machinery actually works. Effectively, either of these suffices to block do-it-yourself
activity, thereby foreclosing ways of interacting with the object that allow for rich experience. An individual who
spends hours, possibly days and weeks, taking apart her vehicle, cleaning, repairing, and replacing components, and
putting everything back together again, thereby learning about its inner workings and particular quirks through
immediate practical experience (occasionally making mistakes, fixing them, and in so doing further increasing her
practical and theoretical understanding), engages with the automobile far more multifariously than a mere driver.
Over time, the more varied interactional experience of the former engenders a far thicker history between consumer

and object embodied in a much stronger objective attachment.

97 In 2001, GM earned relatively more profits from its after-sales revenues than it did from car sales (M. A. Cohen et al, 20006).
% Ibid: 130.

% In fact, Reid makes the consumer’s tendency to outsource tasks central to her very conceptualisation of household production (aka
homemaking): “those unpaid activities which are carried on, by and for the [household] members, which [...] might be replaced by
market goods, or paid services, if circumstances such as income, market conditions, and personal inclinations permit the service being
delegated to someone outside the household group” (1934: 11).

100 Clarke (2007: 193; original italics).
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We find the same recession of DIY with regard to many other consumption goods or domains. For
example, consider foods. Until the mid-19" century the majority of US households were classified as farming
families'”" that produced large portions of their own vegetable produce and livestock'”. Even most non-farmer
families grew and raised some of their food until after WW2.'” By contrast, the typical 21%-century Western
consumer gathers virtually all of his food by visiting brick and mortar stores, or, especially after the Internet retailer
Amazon entered into the grocery business, by ordering supplies online — with home deliveries distancing him further
from the production sphere of his consumables yet.

Not only have consumers ceased to perform agrarian activity, but their participation in the actual
fabrication of victuals has been circumscribed dramatically too. Previously, families “dry-cured pork loin and
shoulder and belly and back fat, poached and cooled duck in its own fat in a way that would preserve it for years,
and preserved fruit to eat throughout the winter”'**. Now, such activity has been almost universally commercialised.
In 1972, 44% of the food payments made by US consumers still went to farmers. By 1997, that number had
decreased to 23%'?, indicating the greatly increased amount of value contributed by the processing and trading
corporations that stand between growers and consumers. It is no accident that the modern American supermarket
stocks 40-50,000 individual items and measures up to 90,000 square feet (about the size of a typical, 120x70m
rugby field).'® While consumers used to purchase a relatively small number of unprocessed goods which they
subsequently combined and transformed into a wide variety of edibles at home, that spectrum of fully-processed
goods is now hosted in-store.

Tellingly, time use studies have shown that between 1965 and 1995 alone the average US American

woman’s time spent performing meal-related activities in the home decreased radically:

lllustration 7: Mean Time Spent on Meal-Related Activity (Minutes/Day)'”’

Group of adults Meal preparation Meal preparation & cleanup
1965 1995 Change 1965 1995 Change

Single male 13.6 15.5 1.9 18.1 17.3 -0.8
Married male, nonworking spouse 6.5 13.2 6.7 9.4 14.4 5.0
Married male, working spouse 8.1 13.2 5.1 11.9 14.4 2.5
All 11.2 15.4 42
Single female 38.1 28.9 -9.2 60.1 33.1 -27.0
Married female, working 58.3 35.7 -22.6 84.8 41.4 -43.4
Married female, not working 94.2 57.7 -36.5 137.7 68.8 -68.9
All 105.0 439 -61.1
Total 60.6 30.9 -29.7

Within thirty years, the total average American’s meal-related pre- and post-consumption activity was cut
in half. If the average person prepares three meals daily, by 1995 he/she spent a mere ten minutes total on each

occasion. Judging from the figures for married women (who represent by far the largest share of females in the sets

101

Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (usa.ipums.org/usa-action/variables/ FARM, accessed 12.06.2017).
122 According to Vanek (1974), rural families produced about 70% of their own food in 1924.

103 Ruhlman (2017).

104 Tbid: 15.

105 Cutler et al (2003).

106 Ryuhlman (2017).

177 Data from Cutler et al (2003) and Egerton et al (2005).
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108) "about half of the overall reduction

and who still spend by far the most time performing the tasks in question
applies to actual meal preparation (rather than dish-washing and the likes).

Given that both the growing/raising and the subsequent fabrication processes represent key means for the
development of objective bonds, the attachment between modern consumers and their edibles — and what the latter
mean to the former — has suffered accordingly: “with work comes a heightened appreciation of that work’s result,
so when we bring home prepared food and heat it in the microwave or on the stovetop, there’s no one to thank or
be grateful for, there’s no deeper appreciation of the food other than whether it tastes okay”'®.

In effect, contemporary consumers are surrounded by objects with which they bond little. Saying that
our average object attachments are weak is another way of saying that we are alienated or estranged from our
possessions. Just as the people to whom we have no ties are strangers, objects to which we have no attachments are
alien to us. If the issue were merely quantitative (in the sense that we have strong attachments to a small set of select
objects and weak if any bonds with the vast remainder), it would simply represent a problem of waste that could be
solved by having radically fewer possessions. However, the issue is qualitative too. Given the, often radical, ways in
which our consumption behaviour has been changing, objective bonds that used to be strong(er) have become
weak(er). To repeat part of Cary’s quote, “our attachments are shallow, easily broken, so we can move on to the
next thing”'"’, which is why the various benefits of objective relationships fail to obtain and consumerism deprives

us of meaning.

1.1.2.4. Third-Party Injury

Quite beside the effects upon consumers, modern consumerism is associated with a variety of injuries
inflicted upon third parties. Often the injured individuals are subjects who participate in and/or are affected by
either pre-consumption activity (in the course of which raw materials that originate in various parts of the globe
turn into the commodities that are utilised in the households of Western consumers) or post-consumption processes
(in the course of which discarded commodities disintegrate or are dismantled). Convenience requires a label for this
kind of activity/process sequences, and given that change is essential to all of its components, I will refer to it as
commodity transmutation chain.'"!

The injuries associated with both parts of the chain (up- and downstream of the consumer) occur in
various ways and take various forms. A convenient way to categorise them, though not always cleanly, is this
tripartite classification: animal mistreatment, environmental degradation, and human ill-being.'"?

First, the mistreatment of animals for the sake of human consumption has long been a concern for ethicists.
For example, from the perspective of classic utilitarianism'", it is frequently wrong to farm and slaughter animals
because the sum total of their pain and suffering outweighs the pleasure that humankind derives from consuming

animal products.'* That applies particularly in the context of factory farming, where animals are frequently subject

108 Between 1930-1965, the weekly food preparation time spent by female homemakers (women without full-time jobs outside the

household) had already dropped by more than 60% (Vanek, 1974).
199 Ruhlman (2017: 251).
10 Cary (2009).

" Technically, this term is not ideal because not all commodities are objects. Services are too, but they are not subject to transmutation

(in the relevant sense).
12 See also Grix (2015).

113

Popularly applied by Singer (eg, 1975) in particular.

114 The mistreatment of animals for the sake of human entertainment (eg, in circuses and theme/amusement parks) is another example.
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to systematic and sustained cruelty. For example, consider the five billion laying hens globally, most of which are

kept in wire cages so small that the animals are unable to stretch their wings or even turn around:

Because of the stress, boredom, fear, and close quarters, hens will peck at each other, so most are routinely

debeaked, a process that involves a hot blade cutting off the tip of the beak through a thick layer of highly

sensitive tissue. Debeaking causes lasting pain and impairs the hen's ability to eat, drink, wipe her beak,

and preen normally.'”

Little argument is needed to support the claim that the lives of these animals are miserable. Aside from
nutrition, few of the birds’ needs are met, with most of them not experiencing a natural habitat or any sunlight
even once before they expire.

Second, a large variety of issues have been discussed under the broad label of environmental degradation.
The list includes air, water and soil pollution; deforestation; ocean acidification; and biodiversity loss. Recently, the
most prominent has undoubtedly been climate change, called a ‘consumption tragedy’ because it is ultimately driven
by an ever-increasing consumption in HDCs.'"® However, my focus in this second category is distinctly non-
anthropocentric (in contrast to that of climate change, which is frequently concerned with human well-being,
especially in the future). Insofar as non-human living entities, perhaps even species and entire biotic communities'"’,
have interests (which, given that they may flourish to lesser and greater degree, is plausible), it is the injuries to them
that this category pertains to.

The third category, human ill-being, incorporates issues like sweatshop, forced, bonded, and child labour.
All of these are frequently discussed in the context of business ethics. However, if they occur in the course of
producing consumer goods, they are relevant to my project too. Consumers have at least some prima facie
responsibility with regard to the relevant injuries, because without their acquisition of commodities we would find
a corresponding lack of production activity and associated harms after all.'"® The supermarket purchase of fish or

chocolate exemplifies how HDC consumers may incur such responsibilities:

— Debt bondage, the condition where people pledge their labour (or that of others under their control)
without the fair value of that labour being reasonably applied to reducing the debt (and thus the period
of bondage), is pervasive throughout commodity transmutation chains worldwide. A recent study
found that over three quarters of the migrant workers in Thailand’s fishing industry between 2011-
17 had been held in debt bondage."” Thailand supplies numerous US and European retailers with
cheap seafood.

—  Child labour, the performance of hazardous labour (eg, carrying heavy loads and the use of sharp tools)
and/or work that exceeds the maximum allowable weekly working hours (depending on age), too is
globally ubiquitous. Of the estimated 708,000 children aged 10-17 years who worked in cocoa
agriculture in Ghana’s medium and high cocoa producing areas between 08/2016 and 08/2017, over

94% performed child labour.” Almost all Ghanaian cocoa is sold internationally.

15 Gruen (2011: 83)
116 Gardiner (2011).

17 Leopold (1949) is widely considered the father of, or at least inspiration for, ecocentrism.

18 This is not to say that the workers would be better off. For instance, sweatshop labour has long been defended by economists on the

grounds that it is the most effective measure to lift populations in developing nations out of abject poverty. While the conditions in
sweatshops are undoubtedly awful, the defence goes, bad jobs at bad wages are preferable to no jobs and no wages at all (Krugman,

1997).
119 Walk Free Foundation (2018).
120 TIbid.
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We could easily consider examples for injuries that occur in the downstream part of the commodity

transmutation chain too. However, for the sake of brevity I will leave that discussion for another occasion.

1.1.2.5. Consumption Inequality

Finally, consider the stunning inequality with regard to the quantities of consumed commodities
worldwide. In 1998, the UNDP’s Human Development Report assessed the state of global human development
from the perspective of consumption. It compared the global 20% of people living in the highest-income countries
and the global 20% living in the poorest: 45% of all meat and fish was consumed by the former, five percent by the
latter; for energy (in all forms), the numbers were 58% and four percent; for paper, 85% vs one percent respectively.
Opverall, the former accounted for 86% of total global private consumption expenditures, the latter for just over one
percent.'”!

Let our focus remain on consumption expenditure figures for the moment: roughly twenty years down
the line, little has changed. In the world’s least developed countries in 2016, the average annual consumption

expenditures by private households and non-profit institutions that serve them (NPISHs) amounted to USD 596'*

per capita. In North America they were USD 35,639, sixty times higher.

Illustration 8: Households and NPISHs Final Consumption Expenditure 2016'%
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If an argument could be made that a life that deserves the label human is not possible without consuming
goods and services at North American levels of expenditure, then it would be difficult to criticise the global
inequalities indicated above. No person ought to be prevented from having a human existence after all. Yet, such
reasoning is hardly plausible. Firstly, average annual consumption expenditures in many of the most developed
European countries are less than half of those in North America (eg, Spain: USD 17,339). Yet, the average European
most certainly lives a human life. Secondly, the same applies to people who consume radically less yet. For example,
Cuba has long been considered a third-world, or possibly second-world, country with first-world indicators. When
it comes to literacy and access to education, healthcare quality and coverage, and life expectancy, it keeps pace with
many of the world’s most developed nations.'** Yet, with USD 3,631 the annual consumption expenditures of the

average Cuban are lower than the global average, and almost exactly one tenth of that in the US.

121 United Nations Development Programme (1998).

122 Constant 2010 USD.
12 Data from World Bank (data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.CON.PRVT.PC.KD; accessed 30.01.2019).

124 That said, Cuba’s citizens plausibly suffer from lacking citizenship. More on this in chapter 3.
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On the other hand, many people, possible most, in the world’s least developed countries are not at all
able to live with dignity, and their lack of access to consumer goods and services is at least partially responsible.
Although an argument to the effect that HDCs have an obligation to transfer the majority of their current resources
to least developed countries (LDCs) may be difficult, an argument to the effect that HDCs have an obligation to
radically lower their consumption is rather easy. Let what I call our global resource pool (GRP) be the sum of all
matter and energy in its various forms (eg, plants and non-human animals) at any one time that can be utilised by
our planet’s population to meet needs and preferences at that time; and let our sustainable global resource share be
that portion of the GRP which can be used without irreversibly diminishing the total quality and quantity of all
useful matter and energy in its various forms in the medium to long term."” Given that our world’s population is
projected to keep growing at a significant rate (from its current 7.7 billion to 9.8 in 2050 and 11.2 in 2100'*), the
protection of our GRP by limiting our global resource use to the sustainable global resource share is highly prudent.
Yet, we have been failing to do so for many decades. Our global human ecological footprint has been exceeding our
planet’s biocapacity every year since the initial overshoot occurred in the 1970s/80s."” This exceedance has been
irreversibly eroding our global resource pool, for example, in the form of biodiversity loss. Although biologists
cannot say precisely how many species our world contains, or exactly how many have gone extinct in any time
interval, the sizes of monitored wildlife populations have sharply declined recently. According to WWZF’s Living
Planet Index, the overall reduction in the past 45 years was 60%, with South and Central America suffering a
particularly dramatic decline (minus 89% since 1970) and global freshwater populations almost equally badly off
(83% loss since 1970)."* In a recent publication, scientists working with the University of Queensland and the
Wildlife Conservation Society argue that over 1,200 species of terrestrial birds, mammals, and amphibians globally,
almost one-quarter of those assessed by them, “almost certainly face extinction without [immediate] conservation
intervention to remove threats”'”. The phylogenetic diversity from the recent loss of mammal species alone is
projected to take millions of years to recover through a new evolutionary history.'*

If we wish to prevent further irreversible erosions of our global resource pool, HDCs have to radically
reduce their consumption. In 2007, the total ecological footprint of Earth’s population exceeded our planet’s
biocapacity by 50%, so consumption overall needs to be scaled by at least a third. However, that cannot entail that
everyone’s consumption is reduced by a third, because vast portions of the global population are consuming far too
litcle to begin with. People in HDC will have to reduce their consumption far more, because only then is the rest
able to increase their utilisation of goods and services to levels necessary for dignified human lives. If the average
available biocapacity per individual on Earth is 1.8 global hectares (gha), and the average individual ecological

footprint of consumption is 8.0 in the US™", then the reduction in North America will actually have to be close to

125 It is the protection of the global resource pool GRP that the Brundtland Commission urged: our goal is to operate in ways allowing us

to meet “the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission
on Environment and Development, 1987: ch 2).
126 United Nations (2017).

127 Ecological footprint measures the amount of biologically productive land and water area required to produce all the resources an

individual, population, or activity consumes, and to absorb the waste they generate (given prevailing technology and resource
management practices). Biocapacity represents the amount of productive area that is available to generate these resources and to absorb
the waste (Global Footprint Network, 2010).

128 World Wide Fund for Nature (2018).
129 Allan (2019: 1).

130 Davis et al (2018).

131 Global Footprint Network (2010).
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80%. Otherwise, people living in non-HDCs will not be able to increase their resource utilisation to a level that
corresponds to the average available biocapacity per global individual — at least not without further damaging our

world’s resource pool."’*

A suitable ethical/political theory, or — less ambitiously — set of normative principles, should be able to
address the various issues outlined in this sub-section (among others). I will return to them in the last two chapters
of this work and attempt to do just that. For now though, I will proceed to the conceptualisation of consumption

and build a foundation for subsequent philosophical analyses and arguments.

1.2. Conceptualising Consumption

The definition of consumption terminology is disconcertingly often neglected in the ethics and political
philosophy literature.'” Given that the rough, common-sense understanding of consumption that most people have
does little justice to the intricacies that concern me in this thesis, I will spend some time with conceptual analysis

and with assessing links to other important ideas.

1.2.1. Approaching Consumption

Drawing on philosophical work that reaches back to ancient Greece and Rome, Arendt distinguishes
between consumption and use — a differentiation that is related to the distinction between labour and work.'?*
Consumption, Arendt argues, is a natural process. It ensures the survival and health of the organism and is closely
tied to the notion of biological needs, or ‘the necessity of subsisting’ as Locke'” calls it. Individuals consume to
sustain their biological life processes. The things needed for sustaining them are “the least durable of tangible

1%, such that “if they are not consumed by use, will decay and perish of themselves”'?’. Fresh food is a classic

things”
example. Its consumption must occur almost immediately after the act of its production, so as to both replenish the
labour expenditure of the individual and prevent nature’s reclaiming these goods through decomposition (which

too is a process of consumption, pursued by micro-organisms).

(I]n their man-made shape, through which they acquired their ephemeral place in the world of manmade
things, [consumables] disappear more quickly than any other part of the world [...] they are the least
worldly and at the same time the most natural of all things. Although they are man-made, they come
and go, are produced and consumed, in accordance with the ever-recurrent cyclical movement of
nature.'?

While it is part of the essence of consumables, as I shall call them, that they disappear when individuals

avail themselves to them according to their purpose, use objects (ie, usables) endure, at least when handled properly

132 Incidentally, the average individual ecological footprint of consumption in Cuba is 1.85 (Global Footprint Network, 2010).
133 For example, Schwartz (2010) never addresses it.

134 Arendt (1998). See also Locke’s explicit distinction between ‘the labour of man’s body, and ‘the work of his hands’ in Second Treatise
of Government, §27 (1980: 19). The distinction is embodied in a number of languages, including French (#ravailler and ouvrer) and
German (arbeiten and werken).

135 Locke (1980: §46).
136 Arendrt (1998: 96).
137 Locke (1980: §46).
138 Arendt (1998: 96).
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(or kept from use entirely). The latter make up what Arendt calls the human artifice, the artificial world of things
that stands in opposition to our natural surroundings. Usables “give the human artifice the stability and solidity
without which it could not be relied upon to house the unstable and mortal creature which is man”."”? In fact, their
durability is an expression of the skill of the craftsman and the quality of his work.

However, due to the natural laws that govern our world, use cannot occur without some degree of using
up. Thus, it too contains an element of consumption.'* The key difference is that while use is merely incidentally
destructive (with regard to the item in question), consumption is essentially so. Nature (re)claims use objects too if
they are not protected and maintained: “[i]f left to itself or discarded from the human world, the chair will again
become wood, and the wood will decay and return to the soil from which the tree sprang’”“. A use object’s
durability depends at least partially on the nature and purpose of the item, of course, because object function
determines material options.

Arendt mentions a third kind of object that, like usables, is the product of work (as opposed to labour),
namely pieces of art. They too constitute the world of things, the human artifice. In fact, they do so even more than
usables, because works of art are carefully removed from ordinary use and thus from using-up: we do not urinate in
Duchamp’s Fountain (1917). Artworks are literally useless. They exist for appreciation alone, so I will call them
‘appreciables’. We preserve them through placement in air- and light-conditioned museums and galleries, which
renders them outstandingly permanent and thus “the most intensely worldly of all tangible things”'**.

By now, we can clearly see that what we often just refer to as consumption consists of different kinds of
activities. In the narrow sense, people are not simply consumers, because they do not simply consume. Rather, they
are utilisers, because they utilise things by consuming, using, and appreciating them. That said, in keeping with
ordinary language I shall continue to refer to consumption in the broad sense as the generic activity that encompasses

all three of these, and to consumer as the individual who engages in it.

1.2.2. Destruction and Construction

Frequently, consumption has been considered a pernicious, evil, or antisocial activity — in some circles
and during some periods more so than others. It is no coincidence that one meaning of consumption refers to
tuberculosis, the disease that, as it progresses, causes drastic weight loss and therefore ‘eats up’ the individual.'* Like
a wasting illness, consumption tends to be associated with destructiveness. By contrast, production tends to be
perceived as the very opposite, a constructive process that involves the transformation of raw materials into
functional commodities. Marxism famously supports that discrimination: while production is closely associated
with creativity (eg, in the arts and crafts) and value generation, consumption is represented as the using-up of

resources and as value elimination from the world.'*

139 Arendt (1998: 136).

10 The consumptive aspect becomes especially pronounced in the context of planned obsolescence, the stimulation of replacement

purchases through uneconomically shortening the usable life of a good (Bulow, 1986). Physical obsolescence activity includes the
limiting of functional life design (‘death-dating’) and designing for limited repair. Technological obsolescence (which is voluntary in
the sense that consumers could in principle continue to use their existing goods) includes designing for fashion and designing for
functional enhancement through adding or upgrading product features (Guiltinan, 2009).

141 Arendt (1998: 137).
142 Tbid: 167.

143 Porter (1993).

144 Miller (2006).
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However, etymology tells a different story. According to the OED, ‘consume’ has not one but two Latin

16) — to wear down, use up, exhaust — accounts for consumption’s strong

roots.'"® Consamere (con + simere

connotations of destruction and waste. However, consummare (con + summa) — to accomplish, complete,
i i d perfection."” Whil dern |

consummate (eg, a marriage) — connotes construction and perfection. ile some modern languages preserve

148

both of these origins in the form of separate consumption terms'*, English does not.

The notions that originate in consimere express the physical reality described by Arendt: much
consumption activity involves material resources which end up being destroyed (essentially or accidentally). Yet,
the notions that originate in consummare express a reality too, because they point toward the activity’s purpose:
individuals consume to achieve certain ends. We generally do not destroy resources merely for the sake of
destruction or without a reason entirely, or at least we do not call such activity ‘consumption’. We use verbs like ‘to
squander’ and ‘to waste’ instead. When agents consume, they intend to achieve things, either internally (eg, we eat
to increase strength or read to gain understanding), externally (eg, we drive a car to get from A to B), or relationally
(eg, we share a meal to strengthen social relationships).

Accordingly, what is often regarded a bitter phenomenon is actually bitter-sweet instead. Destruction is
the price we pay for construction. Without ingesting food and breaking it down into metabolisable nutrients, our
organism cannot continue to function; without wearing (and wearing out) clothes, our bodies cannot be protected
from the environment. Human existence, let alone human flourishing, cannot be secured without material
destruction, dissipation, and conversion.

Importantly, though, consumption is not actually special in that regard. The same applies to production,
much heralded as it has been. Despite its creative connotations, production connotes processes that are just as

matter-devouring as consumption. In fact, the two are virtually indistinguishable in that regard. For example,

If a man shovels coal into the boiler of a locomotive and thereby creates steam utilized in transportation,
we speak of it as an act of production. If a man shovels coal into his own furnace in order to produce the
heat which he enjoys in his apartment, we call it an act of consumption.!%

The decisive difference here, it seems, is that when the agent performs the former activity the
corresponding processes devour, convert, and utilise matter and energy for the purpose of enabling ozbers to achieve
certain ends (eg, to get from A to B); when he performs the latter activity, it is his own ends (eg, physical health)
which are to be achieved instead. I will return to this difference below.

Accordingly, a useful conceptualisation of consumption needs to incorporate two components, namely
resource utilisation (which in itself does not differentiate it from production, but which distinguishes both
consumption and production from other, non-resource utilising activities) as well as the purpose, effects, or ends

for which the performance occurs.

% Simpson & Weiner (1989); see also Williams (1982) and Williams (1983).

146 Notice the link to ‘sumption’ and ‘sumptuary’ (Partridge, 1966). Sumptuary legislation is law originally designed to restrict excessive

personal expenditures in the interest of preventing extravagance and luxury. In medieval and Renaissance Europe, it became an
instrument for the preservation of class-based hierarchies (I distinction des rangs). The connection to positional consumption is obvious.
For a brief overview of sumptuary law, see Hunt (2003); for a fuller account, see Hunt (1996).

147 According to John 19:30, Christ’s last words as he was dying on the Cross were “consummatum est”: it is finished.

18 For instance, the French distinguish between the verbs consumer (properly reserved for specific negative acts or processes of destruction,

say, those involving fire and corrosion) and consommer (used for activities such as eating and drinking). Connected to the latter, a
consommé is a rich broth representing the distilled essence of bouillon (R. H. Williams, 1982).

4 Seligman (1927: 165).
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1.2.3. Consumption Conceptualised

Insofar as they do not leave the terminology altogether un- or underdefined, various academic disciplines
characterise consumption in very different ways. For example, economists tend to concern themselves with final
market consumption, measured as the goods and services acquired by private households (as distinct from, for
example, firms and governments) through the marketplace. The key advantage of this approach is the ability to
quantify and compare, which is very useful but not my central concern. Among the key disadvantages is the lack of
reference to both of the aforementioned components (resource utilisation and purpose), which leaves the nature of
consumption activity entirely opaque. The mere acquisition of a good can obviously not be equated with its
consumption. Agents frequently purchase objects which they utilise either hardly or at all (recall my comments on
the use of storage facilities in the US), so consumption is actually the very thing that fails to occur. What is more,
for my purposes the limitation of consumption objects to commercially traded commodities is implausible. A
gardener who eats her home-grown produce bypasses the commodity market, but she consumes nevertheless. In
fact, she consumes better (see chapter 5).

The environmentalist approach emphasises the material implications of consumption, especially with
regard to natural resources. Here, consumption may be defined as “the disarrangement of matter, the using up of
value added [by both human agents of labour and capital as well as nature] that inevitably occurs when we use

”»

goods”; it is “the transformation of natural capital into manmade capital and then ultimately into waste”, “depleting
and polluting, faster than nature can absorb the pollutants and regenerate the resources "*°. As such, it tends to
exclusively focus on one of the two main components, namely utilisation and destructiveness. By neglecting the
constructive aspect entirely, it ignores the very element needed to distinguish between consumption and production.

Unsurprisingly, anthropologists seek to define consumption in a way that ensures applicability not only
to industrial civilisation but also to tribal societies that have barely seen organised markets, still less capitalist ones:
“a use of material possessions that is beyond commerce and free within the law”, not just “for subsistence plus
competitive display”, but also “for making visible and stable the categories of culture”"". To its credit, the definition
incorporates references to both major components, resource utilisation and purpose. The latter in particular is rather
detailed. The purpose of consumption extends beyond both basic need and social positional struggle. Goods are

?152 that

adjuncts in consumption rituals “whose primary function is to make sense of the inchoate flux of events
represents social life. For individuals to be able to make sense of their social world, meaning has to be fixed and
communicated —and consumption objects do just that. The drawback of detailing the ends of consumption to such
a degree is the risk of incompleteness. Plausibly, human consumption activity serves a variety of other purposes that
the definition fails to mention. What is more, none of the examples represent injurious effects. For example, the
action of a suicidal agent who ingests a poisonous substance to end her life has purpose, but such an instance of
consumption — the effect(s) of which can easily be construed to be detrimental — is left out by the definition.

Additionally, it is not clear why legal boundaries matter. Does the taking of illegal drugs not represent consumption

activity too? It is equally unclear why the reference to commerce is necessary to characterise consumption. After all,

150 Daly (1998: 26-27).
51 Douglas & Isherwood (1996: 37-38).
152 Tbid: 43.
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household production (eg, the home-growing of produce) too ‘is beyond commerce’, but we would not define such
activity as consumption.'”’

Conspicuous consumption, the demonstration of superiority in a system of social status through publicly
displaying the utilisation of goods, is perhaps still the principal mechanism that scholars outside the discipline

1% More accurately, though, contemporary sociolo
y g porary gy

associate with sociology’s understanding of consumption.
emphasises the multiplicity of the functions of consumption activity: “a process whereby agents engage in
appropriation and appreciation, whether for utilitarian, expressive or contemplative purposes, of goods, services,
performances, information or ambience, whether purchased or not, over which the agent has some degree of
discretion”'”. Not only does the definition refer to resource utilisation and purpose(s), but it also indicates the
multiplicity of resources and extends their scope beyond commercially traded goods, all of which are details that a
plausible characterisation of consumption must accommodate. Unfortunately, though, the definition does not
actually discriminate between consumption and production. For instance, an agent who works in her garden and
cultivates vegetables is clearly engaged in production, but the sociological definition mi