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Abstract

Consumer sovereignty and sacrifice are two rhetorical drivers of overconsumption. They are highly useful concepts in a fast-growing, frontier economy, highly destructive concepts in an ecologically constrained world. A core belief in a consumer economy is that it is all about the consumer; and the consumer rules. Just as a sovereign king is entitled to privileges and perquisites, the sovereign consumer is entitled to satisfy one’s desires, to have ever more goods, and to do so all at the lowest prices. The grand entitlement scheme for consumption can persist only as long as its boosters can defer, displace, and obscure true costs and pressing tradeoffs. In the end, the idea of consumer sovereignty is a myth convenient for those who would locate responsibility for social and environmental problems on the backs of consumers, absolving those who truly have market power and who write the rules of the game and who benefit the most.

The rhetorical use of sacrifice also promotes ever more consumption. But it ignores current sacrifices in the consumer economy; makes heroic sacrifice overt and restricted while making unpleasant forms of sacrifice covert and hidden; discrediting a positive notion of sacrifice; and depreciates everyday life by denying the pursuit of higher purposes such as citizenship, social justice and ecological integrity. In a consumer economy, to sacrifice in the marketplace is anathema; to sacrifice for the marketplace is acceptable and necessary.
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