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Sustainable consumption is a field characterized by paradox, 
as illustrated by the papers in this special issue. Interrogation of three paradoxes –

the primacy of the individual consumer, 
the futile search for definitions, and the 

retreat from power – may open new paths for 
bringing order to the field, while underscoring 

the importance of power to the field.
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Abstract

Sustainable consumption is a field in transition, with limited

agreement around organizing questions, key definitions, 

overarching frameworks and fundamental disciplinary traditions.

The resulting dissonance complicates the collaboration and

cumula tive generation of knowledge typical of effec tive research

communities. This dissonance emerges from the papers in this

special issue of GAIA, which together illustrate three paradoxes 

that characterize the field: the primacy of the individual consumer, 

the counterproductive search for definitions, and limited 

theorizing about social change and a conse quent retreat from

power. Concerted struggle with these paradoxes can illuminate

new approaches to defining and advancing the field, includ ing

those outlined in this essay.  
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s an idea, a cluster of individual behaviors, and a set of policy
practices, the notion of sustainable consumption remains pro-

foundly unsettled. The term is used in divergent ways by differ-
ent actors to describe or prescribe everything from individual
acts of conscientious consumption to consumption-shifting poli -
cy mea sures to cultural pathways to “degrowth” and the evolution
of shared consumer practice (e.g., Assadourian 2010, Cohen et al.
2013, Lebel et al. 2010, Shove 2012). Seemingly anything that in-
volves both “sustainability” (itself a contested concept) and “con-
sumption” counts as sustainable consumption.

While this conceptual diversity may be distressing to some, oth -
ers celebrate it as a sign of success. After all, determined in quiry
into the drivers and consequences of consumption is a recent fea-
ture of research into environmental futures; sustainable consump -
tion remains a distinctly young area of inquiry. Until the early
2000s, focus on population growth and technological change drove
the conversation about global environmental change (Princen et
al. 2002).Questions about consumption, tainted as they are by the
spectre of limits and sacrifice, were relegated to the margins of the
debate. For the past 15 years, however, scholarly and policy inter -
est in consumption has grown, making the field one of the most
vibrant among the many strands of sustainability science.

This collision between conceptual disorder and growing inter -
est creates special problems for the sustainable consumption re -
search community.Without a shared understanding of the bound-
aries, traditions, and organizing questions of the field, researchers
can easily talk past one another or unnecessarily recapitulate es-
tablished insight. Creating a broadly accepted body of cumulative
knowledge upon which researchers can build becomes difficult
to achieve. The challenge now is to organize our shared inquiry
around notions of sustainable consumption in ways that sharp-
en the analytic power of the field without unduly narrowing the
questions it asks or the scholarly traditions upon which it draws.

The work presented in this special issue of GAIA thus arrives
at an important moment. The German Ministry of Education and
Research(BMBF) is to be commended for supporting ten project
groups under the focal topic From Knowledge to Action – New Paths

A
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towards Sustainable Consumption,1 focusing
on promoting sustainable consumption.
The synthesis project team, whose work is
reflected in this special issue, also deserves
praise. Taken separate ly, each paper in this
issue usefully introduces the reader to a dis -
tinctive and impor tant body of literature.
Read as a single body of work, the essays
raise questions that deserve the atten tion
of the research community.

As an outsider to the work that informs
this special issue, I cannot comment in de-
tail on the deliberations and conclusions of
the ten project groups, or on the nuances
of the synthesis proj ect and the conceptu-
al frameworks summarized by Defila, Di
Giulio, and Kaufmann-Hayoz in their in-
troductory essay. The research is rich, ex -
cit ing, complex, and filled with possibility,
but for the purposes of this essay it defies
simple summary or extended evaluation. I
therefore seek to shun the role of an evalu -
a tor and instead explore three paradoxes
that emerge when considering the contri-
butions to this special issue. 

Paradoxes, as observed by policy scien -
tist Deborah Stone (2011), are a misunder -
stood fact of political life. They do not arise
from moments of irrationality or suggest
conceptual shortcomings that must be cor-
rected or tolerated. Instead, paradoxes are
places and moments where “the rationali -
ty project”, which assumes that most social
problems can be scientifically understood
and effectively managed, is shown to be in -
sufficient. Paradoxes create moments of
un comfortable dissonance and provide the
opportunity and impetus to reconsider old
assumptions and test new concepts. Much
has been written about the contradictions
within the field of sustainable consump-
tion (e. g., Zaccaï 2007). I strive below to
move beyond a recitation of contradictions
and instead wrestle with three conundrums
that flow from the preceding papers and
extend to the field as a whole. I will some-
times use the pronoun “we”; when I do, I
refer to scholars and activists whose con-
cern for the resil ience of critical environ-
mental systems leads them to interrogate

patterns and practices of consumption. Perhaps this illumina-
tion of paradox will advance, in small ways, the central aim of this
re search project, which is – as Defila, Di Giulio, and Kaufmann-
Hayoz remind us – to conceptualize the field “in such a way that
researchers from different disciplines (and practitioners from
dif ferent fields) can link with it” (p. 152).

The Individual Consumer Paradox

We know that consumption patterns reflect much more
than the rational calculations of the mythical individual
consumer. Yet the prevalent unit of analysis continues to be
this very same individual consumer.

In the early pages of their opening essay, Defila, Di Giulio, and
Kaufmann-Hayoz’s raise an especially thorny question: how does
one best understand individual consumption? They compress a
great deal of information into a few paragraphs to press the claim
that individual consumption cannot be divorced from complex
forces operating at a variety of levels. “Individual consumer acts,”
they say, “are embedded in social, cultural and material contexts”
(p.152). We cannot, in other words, fully understand existing pat-
terns of consumption unless we see individuals as more than con-
sumers, and view individual consumption choices as more than
narrow transactions meant to satisfy objective material needs. 

For those seeking to promote sustainable development, the
message from Defila, Di Giulio, and Kaufmann-Hayoz’s paper is
clear: individuals are but part of a process that creates and main-
tains prevailing patterns of unsustainable consumption and, as
such, “the individual” may not be the best or primary unit of anal -
ysis. Other elements of the larger social-technical-cultural-insti-
tutional system that prestructure or normalize prevailing con-
sumption patterns may be more deserving of attention. In ways
similar to the work of systems analysts like the late Donella Mead-
ows (2008), Defila, Di Giulio, and Kaufmann-Hayoz’s summary
seems to argue that researchers must strive to understand the
larger system of consumption before reaching conclusions about
what questions to ask, where to intervene, and how the individu -
al consumer fits into the consumption system. Consumption is
more complicated than first meets the eye; reflexively focusing
on the individual consumer may prove unproductive.

As reasonable as this advice sounds, it is poorly heeded by most
of the papers in this issue, which work largely within the bounds
of “individuals”, “consumers”, and “consumer needs”: 

Kastner and Matthies investigate the interplay of 
individual consumer intent and environmental impact as
drivers of individual consumer behavior.
Fischer and Barth offer a complementary analysis of 
core competencies of conscientious consumers. 

1 The focal topic was funded from 2008 through to 2013 by the BMBF as part of its Social-ecological Research Programme (SOEF).
For more information see www.fona.de/en/9876.

Ingo Kastner, Ellen

Matthies: Motivation

and Impact. Implica-

tions of a Twofold

Perspec tive on Sustain-

able Consumption for

Intervention Programs

and Evaluation Designs

3 p. 175

Daniel Fischer, Mat thi as

Barth: Key Competen-

cies for and beyond

Sustainable Consump-

tion. An Educational

Contribu tion to the

Debate 3 p. 193

Rico Defila, Antonietta

Di Giulio, Ruth Kauf-

mann-Hayoz: Sustain-

able Consumption –

an Unwieldy Object of

Research 3 p. 148

201_208_Maniates  16.07.14  14:31  Seite 202



GAIA 23/S1(2014): 201–208 | doi: 10.14512/gaia.23.S1.8

203RESEARCH | REFLECTIONMichael Maniates

Blättel-Mink challenges the accepted definition of
“consum ers” by ex ploring the varied roles of consumption
in everyday life, but here too the individ ual-as-consumer
perspective trumps. 
Di Giulio and Fuchs’ exploration of consump  tion corridors
is at times guided – and perhaps a bit con strained – by a
conceptual tilt toward individual consumer preferences
and needs when defining their corridors. 
Only Jaeger-Erben and Offenberger’s essay on everyday life
and social practice explicitly blurs prevailing notions of
individ ual and consumer and, in this way, stands apart
from the others. 

The divergence between the theoretical claims of the opening es -
say in this special issue and the work presented in the subsequent
papers is usefully striking. It highlights the tension between the
complexity of consumption studies on the one hand and the at -
trac tiveness of the simple frame of the individual consumer on
the other (e.g., Sanne 2002). A paradox, in these papers and the
field as whole, thus arises. We understand the individual as con-
sumer to be an incomplete and mythical notion that can hide
more than it reveals, yet this construct continues to dominate the
field.

There are at least four overlapping explanations for this par-
adox. One is unavoidably semantic. The term “sustainable con -
sump tion” immediately suggests that current patterns of con-
sumption are the problem while new patterns of consumption –
“sustainable consumption” – are the solution. The individual con -
sumer is the most visible and easily studied participant in these
patterns of consumption, and thus can become the natural focus
of study and persuasion. This tendency to assume that “consump-
tion = individual” is reinforced by a second element rooted in the
structure of knowledge generation: economics, psychology, and
business studies are major players in the field, and the individ-
ual is the primary unit of analysis for each (e.g., Mont and Plepys
2008). 

A third possibility flows from the promotion agenda that holds
increasing sway over the field (as in “How do we – e.g., policy
and academic elites – promote sustainable development behavi -
ors?”), and which shapes the work in this special issue. Everything
else being equal, a promotion agenda – or what Elizabeth Shove
(2010) terms the “ABC” approach – inevitably steers the analyst’s
gaze toward what Webb (2012, p.109) identifies as “behavioral ad-
justments to individual self-interest”, where self-interest is typ-
ically defined in economic and consumeristic ways. The result,
as Shove (2009) notes, is the inevitable definition of “citizens as
consumers and governments as ‘enablers’ whose role is to induce
people to make pro-environmental decisions for themselves”. 

A fourth explanation, linked closely to this promotion agenda,
revolves around the notion of consumer sovereignty, which views
individual consumer choice as the principal source of production,
pricing, and regulatory decisions by business and governments
(Princen 2010a). This thinking holds that if individual consumers
change their behavior – if they vote in the marketplace with their >

Dollar or Pound or Euro – producers will
produce less and produce differently, and
government policy will change according-
ly. Consumers are in the driver’s seat, and
if the bus they are driving is heading to-
ward a cliff, consumers must be educat-
ed or persuaded to steer the system in an-
other direction. From this perspective the
first task becomes figuring out what it is
that consumers lack – information, per-
haps, or competency or empathy – that
prevents them from consuming in ways
that advance the interests of their chil-
dren, their grandchildren, and the planet
as a whole. The second task is to draw on
a heightened understanding of consumer
behavior to effectively persuade or coerce
consumers to make proper choices. The
frame, focus, and principal actor through-
out is the individual consumer.

No doubt other explanations exist for
the paradox of knowing that individual con-
sumers are not always the primary agents
within prevailing patterns of consumption,
yet treating them as if they were. A useful
next step for mitigating this para dox might
be to compile and disseminate, from the
work of the focal groups, examples of exist -
ing research in sustainable consumption
that operationalizes some of the insights
(and implicit prescriptions) presented in
figure 2 of Defila, Di Giulio, and Kaufmann-
Hayoz’s opening essay (p. 152). What, for
example, would scrutiny of indi vidual con-
sumption from a “cultural context” perspec-
tive look like as compared to work that em -
phasizes an “institutional context” or “so-
cial affiliations”? If distinctions like those
in figure 2 could be shown to be analytical -
ly and methodologically useful to research -
ers, and attractive to funders, they could
help shape the field in powerful and pro-
ductive ways.

The Paradox of Definition

Sustainable consumption is an
unwiel dy field of research in part 
because it is so profoundly ill-defined. 
Stronger working definitions are 
necessary, but strong definitions can
further cloud the concept and restrict
disciplinary and conceptual diversity. 

Birgit Blättel-Mink: 

Active Consumership

as a Driver towards

Sustainability?

3 p. 158

Antonietta Di Giulio,

Doris Fuchs: Sustainable 

Consumption Corridors:

Concept, Objections,

and Responses

3 p. 184

Melanie Jaeger-Erben,

Ursula Offenberger: 

A Practice Theory 

Approach to Sustainable 

Consumption

3 p. 166
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The concept of sustainable consumption
serves many masters. Upon reflection, this
should not surprise. Recall that the concept
originates from the work of the Brundtland
Commission, which framed sustainable
de velopment as “development that meets
the needs of the present without compro-
mising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs” (WCED 1987, p. 43).
Interestingly, the papers in this special is-
sue embrace the Commission’s focus on
needs, which became the conceptual bea-
con of the 1992 Earth Summit not for its
analytic clarity or decisive articulation of key
concepts, but rather because of its lack of
both. The inherent ambiguity of sustainable
development was purposely engineered, in
part by focusing on needs, to create politi -
cal space for a diverse array of actors at the
Earth Summit and, in this way, it was re-
markably successful (e.g., Chatterjee and
Finger 1994).

What worked for the framers of the
Earth Summit back in 1992 is not nearly as
useful to today’s sustainable consumption
community. Ambiguity over what “sustain-
able” consumption finally means prevails
in the research arena and the policy realm,
complicating action in both. The logical
response is to develop more robust defini -
tions, both formal and applied, of sustain-
able consumption, and on this front there
have been many attempts (e.g., the multi -
ple perspectives in Jackson 2006 and Sey-
fang 2006). Some definitions emphasize
the nature of production (renewable ener -
gy, e.g., or organic foods) while others fo-
cus on the primary locus of consumption
(e.g., Schor 2010, Seyfang 2006). Some an -
alysts classify sustainable consumption as
any moment of material provisioning that
restores natural capital and the resilience
ofecosystemprocesses (e.g.,Hawken2013),
as contrasted against those who empha-
size the impact of consumption practices
on social capital and citizen competency
(e.g., Leonard 2010, Princen 2010a,b, Stol -
le and Micheletti 2013). And others won-
der about the whole notion of sustainable
consumption, arguing that few if any con-
sumption choices are sustainable in the ab-
sence of fundamental change in industri -
al society (e.g., Assadourian 2013b, Speth
2008).

Defila, Di Giulio, and Kaufmann-Hayoz join the fray with a
two-part definition that is distinctive for its novelty. The first part
focuses on consumer action and intent: sustainable consumption
constitutes those consumer choices that are both intentional and
effective – that is, consumers intend through their consumption
behavior to make a difference, and the choices do in fact have some
positive impact on environmental and/or social conditions. A sec-
ond element establishes a connection to their broader concern
about inequity: bona fide acts of sustainable consumption, in ad -
dition to being intentional and effective, must also enhance col-
lective capacity to meet objective needs fundamental to “the good
life”. As an organizing concept and a set of discrete behaviors, “sus-
tainable consumption” becomes a vehicle for individual participa -
tion in the fundamental reorientation of contemporary society
toward ensuring an acceptable and environmentally sustainable
level of consumption for all. 

All definitions of sustainable consumption are implicit procla -
mations of research agendas, and this one is no different. The pri -
mary research tasks summarized by Defila, Di Giulio, and Kauf-
mann-Hayoz include better assessment of 1. the overall environ -
mental and social impact of individual consumption choices, 2.
the effect of these choices on established and emerging patterns
of consumption occurring across multiple and intersecting chains
of production and consumption, 3. consumer intent, and 4. the
norms and institutions necessary to facilitate equal access to “the
good life” across time and space. One could challenge or embrace
this (or any) definition based on the feasibility of these tasks, an
as sessment of relevant research capacities, or underlying concep -
tual weaknesses or strengths. Some, for instance, may embrace
the request, implicit in the opening essay of this special issue, that
researchers link the operationalization of needs (and the consump-
tion choices they inform) to assessments of “the good life”. Oth-
ers may balk at the centrality of consumer intent: since consum -
ers do not typically consume in intentionally unsustainable ways,
why must intentionality count, especially in those circumstances
where sustainable choices would be prefigured or “choice edited”
(e.g., Maniates 2010) without the full knowledge of consumers?
But all this is to be expected. Operational definitions – definitions
with teeth in other words – elevate some research questions over
others, while inviting some disciplines to the table and holding
others at bay.  

Herein lies the paradox. Any new definition of sustainable con-
sumption that fails to impose itself on the field simply joins ranks
of existing definitions and further muddies the waters. And if a
new definition becomes dominant and thus privileges certain con-
cepts, methodologies and questions over others, it walls off the
field from potentially useful scholarship. We need better and stron -
ger definitions as part of the sustainable consumption enterprise,
yet we do not want the exclusionary effects such definitions will
create. The hunt for “better” definitions cannot resolve this ten-
sion, yet we nevertheless continue to search as if this dilemma
did not exist.  

It may be time for an alternative approach. One way forward
could be to draw on the focal group work summarized by Defila,

RESEARCH | REFLECTION

“Contemporary 

consumerism 

embodies a concept 

of ideology and 

a political and 

economic collusion

strategy; these values

were somehow made

very legitimate and 

logical, like how 

consumerism has 

been used as the 

driving force behind 

social development 

and stability. A big 

part of our consumer 

demand is a result of

social needs; (…).”

Artist’s Statement,

Hong Hao, 2014
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Di Giulio, and Kaufmann-Hayoz to develop a “lens” on sustain -
able consumption (Princen 2010b) through which to view the
caus es and consequences of the rapid unravelling of the natural
world. Under this formulation, sustainable consumption becomes
less about defining a specific set of activities or outcomes and more
about a particular understanding of the world. This lens would be
characterized by the questions it poses (e. g., “What are the im-
pacts of this pattern of consumption?”, “What is the history and
drivers of this pattern?”, “Who are the winners and losers in this

pattern?”, “What norms support this pattern?”, and “Where are
the pressure points for change in this pattern if one wants to make
it more rather than less sustainable?”), and by those combinations
of disciplinary fields best able to address these questions (much
along the lines of Seyfang 2009, p.4). Sustainable consumption
is thus defined by what it offers – a set of questions, approaches,
and goals that direct and connect relevant research – rather than
by what it is. The contributors to the project that informs this
special edition are uniquely positioned to develop and refine such
a lens, which could drastically reduce the research unwieldiness
of the field.

The Paradox of Power

Questions about power and social change
lie at the heart of the sustainable
consump tion project. Yet the scholarly
community best poised to address these
questions – scholars and activists who
focus on sustainable consumption –
remains reluctant to fully engage them. 

Unavoidable questions of power and so-
cial change permeate the sustainable con-
sumption project. What configurations of
power and influence produce and maintain
existing patterns of consumption? Which
actors are able and willing to reshape the
underlying structures of material provision-
ing? Who is capable of shifting the terrain
of consumption, and who is culpable for
creating and reinforcing existing patterns
of unsustainable consumption? What pro - >
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cesses of social change must be analyzed
and reinforced, and how can research be
framed and disseminated to challenge the
powerful while empowering the agents of
sustainable consumption? 

It is difficult for this writer to imagine
a more pressing set of questions for the
sustainable consumption project. Happily,
for the past several years a broad range of
scholars and activists have struggled with
these questions, including political econ-
omists (e.g., Dauvergne 2008), historians
(e.g., Cohen 2008), anthropologists (e. g.,
Wilk 2009), policy scientists (e. g., Clapp
and Swanston 2009), and activists (the best
example being Leonard 2010). This inqui -
ry is producing an increasingly clear pic-
ture of how systems of power function to
produce and reproduce norms and practic -
es of unsustainable consumption, and how
these systems might be altered or disrupt-
ed. With few exceptions, however, this work
occurs outside of the self-identified sustain-
able consumption community; those ask-
ing the difficult questions about power and
privilege are motivated more by particular
policy issues or theoretical questions (e.g.,
“What are the politics of plastic bags?”, or
“How do we explain the rise of consumer -
ism?”) than by concerns with sustainable
consumption per se. Here, then, lies yet an -
other paradox: those who should be among
the most determined to raise difficult ques-
tions about consumption, power, and so-
cial change – scholars working explicitly on
sustainable consumption – generally ap-
pear to be the most reluctant to do so. 

In ways that reflect the opening paradox
of this essay, one likely source of this aver-
sion to power is methodological. Many of
the contributing fields in the sustainable
consumption discourse – economics, psy-

chology, consumer behavior, and marketing – embrace the indi -
vidual as the starting unit of analysis. Mainstream environmen-
talism, moreover, has its own tendencies in this direction, with
its focus on individual behavior as a primary source of environ-
mental degradation, and individual action – through small acts

like recycling or “green consumption” – as a principal engine of
the transition to sustainability (e.g., Devinney et al. 2010). It is no
wonder that the field of sustainable consump tion at times seems
trapped in an analytic framework that focus es too much on indi -
viduals who consume unsustainably, and ex perts (governmental,
corporate, or academic) who aim to change this behavior. 

One consequence of this framework is that power becomes
conceptualized by the field in two mutually dependent and even-
tually narrow ways: as the manifestation of consumer sovereign-
ty (where consumer choice dictates consumption patterns), and
as the expression of expert influence (where experts and the or-
ganizations they advise look to influence these “sovereign” ac-
tors in multiple ways). This in turn privileges two theories of so-
cial change common to the sustainable consumption literature.
One is a simplified version of diffusion theory, in which the right
combination of novel ideas and new consumption practices will
spread spontaneously among consumers, sometimes with nur-
turing by enlightened policy makers. Another is a variant of ra-
tional choice theory, where the preferences and behaviors of ra-
tional and predictable consumers are steered in new directions
by equally rational and predictable policy instruments. Both the-
ories have their place, but both skirt any real confrontation with
power.  

To their credit, the contributors to this special issue of GAIA
some times challenge these tendencies. In their opening essay,
for example, Defila, Di Giulio, and Kaufmann-Hayoz identify (in
the section on “How to conceive individual consumption?”) sev-
eral “action theories or families of theories” (p.153) that offer in -
sight into important dimensions of power. Although one might
hope for greater detail, their accounting is refreshing for its rela -
tive novelty. Later essays about (e.g.) the lack of critical competen -
cies or the possibility of reshaping consumer norms (perhaps,
e. g., via consumption corridors or through prosumer initiatives)
continue in this vein, emphasizing the importance of sources of
power hidden from easy view. Individual consumers may be the
final agents of consumption but – as some of the essays in this
spe cial edition suggest – their behavior is influenced by external

The world has become a less equal, less ecologically diverse, 
warmer, and far less stable place despite the herculean efforts of many
in the sustainable consumption community.
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actors who shape information flows, fos-
ter particular sets of norms and values,
and shape options to privilege some con-
sumption practices over others. 

But who are these external actors, how
and where do they operate? How could an
elaborated understanding of these actors
and the power they wield point to promis -
ing intervention points for change? Where
do individuals have power, not as consum -
ers, but within a more expansive under-
standing of the many roles they play? And
how should these non-consumer sources
of power best be fostered and focused in
support of “strong” sustainable consump-
tion (Lorek and Fuchs 2013)? It is both cu-
rious and revealing that the papers in this
special edition acknowledge to varying de-
grees the importance of such questions,
but ultimately retreat from any sustained
engagement with power and processes of
social change.

Methodological affinity for the “indi-
vidual” and subsequent discomfort with
power is just one source of this retreat. A
growing appreciation for the complexity of
consumption provides a second potential
explanation. As the essays in this special
is sue demonstrate, individual acts of con-
sumption and the larger patterns of which
they are a part arise from layered forces in -
teracting at multiple levels over time (think
back to figure 2 in the opening essay). At
some point, the weight of this complexity
marginalizes questions of power and agen -
cy (Sayer 2012): it may come to seem that
no single actor has the power to alter con-

sumption practices arising from the intri-
cate interplay of social, cultural and mate-
 rial forces, and that the notion of power it -
self, diffused across an expanding set of
nearly autonomous practices and norms,

>

is little more than a quaint concept. Agency becomes ephemeral.
Social change, at least within the realm of consumption, seems
unpredictable and episodic.

Finally, there is the potent mixture of realism and despair. On
almost all fronts, human damage to key environmental systems
has increased since the Brundtland Commission coined “sustain -
able development” al most three decades ago. The world has be-
come a less equal, less ecologically diverse, warmer, and far less
stable place despite the herculean efforts of many in the sustain-
able consumption community. It is increasingly easy to believe
that we are on the cusp, as Assadourian (2013a) suggests, of “the
Great Unraveling”, in which our task is not to think about pow-
er or social change in the present, but rather to reflect on how we
might “preserve enough knowledge and wisdom so that as the
dust settles in a few centu ries, with population stabilized at a low-
er number than a changed planetary system can sustain, our great-
great-great-great-great grandchildren do not reinvent our mistakes”
(Assadourian 2013a, p. 303). The apparent reluctance to engage
questions of power and social change may increasingly flow from
the sense that the best we can do as scholars is to document the
slowly unfolding crash around us, with little hope that much can
be done to prevent it.

The gnawing question is why the sustainable consumption
community has not been more systematic and successful in the-
orizing about power and social change, even though it is ideally
positioned to do so. We have little directed research that address-
es this paradox – but perhaps some of the answers lay within the
rich array of work described at the outset of this special issue. One
hopes that this work can facilitate and inspire a greater degree
of self-reflection about why we ask the questions that we do, and
how we can more effectively ask the questions that we should.
The challenge, ultimately, may not be to reduce the apparent un-
wieldiness of sustainable consumption as a research focus. In-
stead, the struggle ahead will most likely involve finding new
ways of fostering sustainable consumption research that is more
strategic, more reflective, and ultimately more political – in the
best sense of that word. 

The author thanks two anonymous reviewers for their comments on an 
earlier draft of this essay, and Rico Defila, Antonietta Di Giulio, and 
Ruth Kaufmann-Hayoz for their invitation to contribute to this special issue, 
and for their helpful comments as well.
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fostering sustainable consumption research that is more strategic, 
more reflective, and ultimately more political.

201_208_Maniates  16.07.14  14:31  Seite 207



doi: 10.14512/gaia.23.S1.8  | GAIA 23/S1(2014): 201–208

208 RESEARCH | REFLECTION Michael Maniates

Michael Maniates

Born 1957 in Virginia, USA. BS, MA, PhD from the University of California, Berkeley.
1993 to 2013 professor of environmental science/political science, Allegheny College,

Meadville, PA. 2011 to 2013 visiting senior professor of environ mental studies,
Oberlin College, Oberlin, OH. Since June 2013 full professor of social sciences/chair of

environmental studies, Yale-NUS College, Singapore. Research interests: political 
economy of sustainable consumption, dynamics of socio-technical change.

© 2014 Verein Gaia | Konstanz, St.Gallen, Zurich

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 
Verena Winiwarter | Vienna 
(responsible according to the press law)

GUEST EDITORS SPECIAL ISSUE 
Fürspr. Rico Defila | Bern
Dr. Antonietta Di Giulio | Basel
Prof. em.Dr. Ruth Kaufmann-Hayoz | Zollikofen

EDITORIAL OFFICE
Dr. Almut Jödicke | ETH Zentrum |
PO Box CAB 42 | 8092 Zurich | Switzerland |
E-Mail: redgaia@env.ethz.ch

Dr. Martina Blum/Tobias Mickler | oekom verlag |
Waltherstr. 29 | 80337 Munich | Germany |
E-Mail: blum@oekom.de/mickler@oekom.de

Dr.Ulrike Sehy | oekom verlag | Hagenbuchrain 13 |
8047 Zurich | Switzerland | E-Mail: sehy@oekom.ch

GRAPHIC DESIGN + TYPESET 
Heike Tiller | Munich | E-Mail: h.tiller@freenet.de 

PUBLISHER
oekom verlag – Gesellschaft für ökologische Kom -
munikation mbH | Waltherstr. 29 | 80337 Munich |
Germany | www.oekom.de | Partners and share -
holders: Jacob Radloff, Feldafing, 77 percent, and
Christoph von Braun, Munich, 23 percent

ADVERTISEMENTS 
Tabea Köster | oekom GmbH |
Tel.: +49 89 54418425 | E-Mail: anzeigen@oekom.de

PRINTER
Kessler Druck + Medien | 86399 Bobingen |
Germany | www.kesslerdruck.de

The magazine and its contents are protected by
copyright. Any use, which is not explicitly provided
for by copyright law requires the permission of
Verein Gaia. Articles by named authors do not
necessarily reflect the opinion of the publisher
and editors. Unsolicited manuscripts, for which
no responsibility is accepted, will be treated as
being offered for publication according to the
conditions of the publishers. Only original un-
published works will be accepted. The author(s)
shall consent to any editorial changes that do not
distort the meaning of the original text.

FREQUENCY Four times a year.

SUBSCRIPTION 
Trial subscription (2 issues including shipping 
in Germany): 29.50 EUR | Subscription: private:
102.70 EUR; institutional: 185.20 EUR; reduced: 
69.35 EUR | Single issue: 27.30 EUR. VAT included,
plus shipping. Cancellations six weeks before 
end of subscription year. Payment in advance.

SUBSCRIPTIONS, DISTRIBUTION
InTime Media Services GmbH | Zeitschriften oekom |
PO Box 1363 | 82034 Deisenhofen | Germany |
Tel.: +49 89 85853570 | Fax: +49 89 8585362570 |
E-Mail: oekom@intime-media-services.de
www.oekom.de/gaia/abonnement 

ACCOUNT for Germany: Postbank München |
IBAN DE59700100800358744803 | BIC PBNKDEFF |
for Switzerland: PostFinance SWISS POST |
IBAN CH7309000000401946074 | BIC POFICHBE

Since 2008, oekom offsets its unavoidable 
CO2 emissions.

ISSN 0940-5550 

Printed on Circlesilk
Premium White 
100% Recycling 
from Arjo Wiggins/
Igepagroup.

ECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 
FOR SCIENCE AND SOCIETY

References

Assadourian, E. 2010. The rise and fall of con-
sumer cultures. In: State of the world 2010:
Transforming cultures: From consumerism to 
sustainability. Edited by E. Assadourian, 
L. Starke, L. Mastny. New York: Norton. 3–20.

Assadourian, E. 2013a. Building an enduring 
environmental movement. In: State of the
world 2013: Is sustainability still possible?
Edited by E. Assadou rian, L. Starke, T. Prugh.
Washington, D.C.: Island. 292–303.

Assadourian, E. 2013b. Re-engineering cultures to
create a sustainable civili zation. In: State of 
the world 2013: Is sustainability still possible?
Edited by E. Assadourian, L. Starke, T. Prugh.
Washington, D.C.: Island. 113–125.

Chatterjee, P., M. Finger. 1994. The Earth brokers:
Power, politics and world develop ment. 
New York: Routledge.

Clapp, J., L. Swanston. 2009. Doing away with
plastic shopping bags: Inter national patterns
of norm emergence and policy implementa-
tion. Environ mental Politics 18/3: 315–333.

Cohen, L. 2008. A consumers’ republic: The politics
of mass consumption in postwar America. 
New York: Vintage.

Cohen, M., H. Brown, P. Vergragt (Eds.). 2013.
Innova tions in sustainable consump tion: New
economics, socio-technical transitions and social
practices. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar.

Dauvergne, P. 2008. The shadows of consumption:
Consequences for the global environment.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Devinney, T., P. Auger, G. Eckhardt. 2010. The 
myth of the ethical consumer. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Hawken, P. 2013. The ecology of commerce. 
New York: Harper Business.

Jackson, T. (Ed.). 2006. The Earthscan reader on
sustain able consumption. London: Earthscan.

Lebel, L., S. Lorek, R. Daniel (Eds.). 2010. Sustainable
production consumption systems: Knowledge,
engage ment and practice. New York: Springer.

Leonard, A. 2010. The story of stuff. New York: 
Free Press. 

Lorek,S.,D.Fuchs. 2013.Strongsustainableconsump -
 tion governance – Precon dition for a degrowth
path? Journal of Cleaner Production 38: 36– 43.

Maniates, M. 2010. Editing out unsustainable
behav ior. In: State of the world 2010: Transform-
ing cultures: From consumerism to sustainability.
Edited by E. Assadourian, L. Starke, L. Mastny.
New York: Norton. 119–126.

Meadows, D. 2008. Thinking in systems: A primer.
White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green.

Mont, O., A. Plepys. 2008. Sustainable development 
progress: Should we be proud or alarmed?
Journal of Cleaner Production 16: 531–537.

Princen, T., M. Maniates, K. Conca(Eds.). 2002. Con-
fronting consumption. Cambridge,MA: MIT Press.

Princen, T. 2010a. Consumer sovereignty, heroic sac-
rifice: Two insidious concepts in an endlessly
expansionist economy. In: The environmental
politics of sacrifice. Edited by M. Maniates, 
J. Meyer. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 145–164. 

Princen, T. 2010b. Treading softly: Paths to ecological
order. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Sanne, C. 2002. Willing consumers – Or locked-in?
Policies for a sustainable consumption.
Ecologi cal Economics 42/1–2: 273–287.

Sayer, A. 2012. Power, sustainability and well-being: 
An outsider’s view. In: Sustainable practices: Social
theory and climate change. Edited by E. Shove,
N. Spurling. London: Routledge. 292–317.

Schor, J. 2010. Plentitude: The new economics of
true wealth. New York: Penguin.

Seyfang, G. 2006. Ecological citizenship and sustain-
  able consumption: Examining local organ ic food
networks. Journal of Rural Studies 22/4: 383–395.

Seyfang, G. 2009. The new economics of sustainable
consumption: Seeds of change. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Shove, E. 2009. Going Beyond the ABC of Climate
Policy. Guardian, 16.12.2009. www.theguardian.
com/climate-change-and-you/beyond-abc-
climate-change-policy(accessed June 23, 2014).

Shove, E. 2010. Beyond the ABC: Climate change
policy and theories of social change. Environ-
ment and Planning A 42/6: 1273–1285.

Shove, E. 2012. Putting practice into policy: Recon-
figuring questions of consump tion and climate
change. Contemporary Social Science 1: 1–15.

Stolle, D., M. Micheletti. 2013. Political consumerism: 
Global responsibility in action. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Stone, D. 2011. Policy paradox: The art of political
decision making. New York: Norton.

Speth, J. 2008. The bridge at the edge of the world:
Capital ism, the environment, and crossing 
from crisis to sustainability. New Haven, CT:
Yale Univer sity Press.

WCED (World Commission on Environment and
Develop ment). 1987. Our common future. 
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Webb, J. 2012. Climate change and society: The
chimera of behaviour change technologies. 
Sociology 46/1: 109–125.

Wilk, R. 2009. Consuming ourselves to death. 
In: Anthropol ogy and climate change: from
encoun ters to actions. Edited by S. Crate.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 265–276.

Zaccaï, E. (Ed.). 2007. Sustainable consumption,
ecology and fair trade. New York: Routledge.

Submitted March 6, 2014; revised version 
accepted May 27, 2014.

201_208_Maniates  16.07.14  14:32  Seite 208




