Abstract submitted for the Sustainable Consumption and Society

An International Working Conference for Social Scientists

Sustainable consumption and Work 
Stassart P.  Mormont M. Louviaux M.

LièGe University (ULG) Belgium

p.stassart@ulg.ac.be
michaelbell@wisc.edu.  
The theme of sustainable consumption is based on the imposed division between consumption and production, which then carries over to the activities of distribution, promotion, disposal, and so on.  We hypothesise that work – in the anthropological sense of the word – spills over these divisions.  This contribution thus defends the idea that opening up work to discussion is an indispensable way to mediate the processes of transition to sustainable consumption patterns.  

By work we mean the activity as it involves the individual acting, in order to achieve a result, upon the world and in a world peopled with both objects and people, an individual acting as a person and as an individual who belongs to a group.  In this sense, work is not just work for wages, but also includes the activities that when seen from the consumption angle are effectively activities that are objectively and subjectively part of the activities in which men and women at work engage.

The first step of our argumentation proposes to show how many policies that claim to be sustainable, and as such claim to standardise social practices, especially economic ones, actually rely on evaluation and management schemes and methods that negate or forget the human work that is actually concerned by these standards.  We shall cover this issue through three cases – in the areas of animal welfare, pesticide risk management, and biodiversity – in which sustainability concerns are reflected in the development of models that claim to prescribe production activities through standardisation.  What these three areas have in common is to define what is at risk through processes that render the stakes riding on them abstract.  The effect of this is to deny or more generally to forget the work that links the actors with the beings with which they deal in their work activities.  These abstraction processes are processes of expertise that grasp only the effects or outcomes of the work through indicator systems and models, such modelling being instances of naturalisation of human work.

The second step of our argumentation shows, based on empirical data, how attempts to involve all the parties concerned democratically in setting or designing sustainable development policies and schemes open onto consideration of the matter of work and an understanding of sustainability from the work standpoint.  All three cases were effectively the subjects of experiments to have “ordinary” citizens discuss their management in a way aimed at fostering “dialogue”.  In these experiments, “ordinary” people were confronted with the current state of knowledge and problem of setting objectives.  These schemes (consensus conferences, think-tank focus groups, and research-intervention projects) were designed to break down established organisational divisions by getting usually unconnected actors to interact and thus to have the various agents be seen as agents at work.  These schemes owe their effectiveness to their reflexive abilities, that is, to their abilities to create links between individuals’ activities as both consumers and producers.

The third step proposes to explain why the issue of work makes it possible to connect consumption and sustainability.  The various dialogue arrangements actually bring together individuals who are involved in efforts to achieve ends that can take on meaning only insofar as they are connected and transmitted 
