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Consumer Sovereignty and Sacrifice: Two Insidious Concepts in the Expansionist Consumer Economy

Thomas Princen
 
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.
Driving Consumption

The three big drivers of environmental change are population, technology and consumption. Since consumption has finally begun to get its share of the attention, it might be time to ask what are the drivers of consumption. Or, to put it more accurately with respect to excess throughput of material and energy, the generation of biophysical irreversibilities, and the permanent diminution of ecosystem services, what drives overconsumption? As with population and technology the list of factors can get long very quickly. Here, though, I focus on the rhetoric of a consumer economy, the often hidden and taken-for-granted language that simultaneously explains, justifies and absolves. The rhetoric of primary interest is that which is so dominant, so “natural” in its usage that we hardly notice it. 

In this paper I identify two such rhetorical drivers of overconsumption, consumer sovereignty and sacrifice. The first, consumer sovereignty, is not an everyday term yet it underpins the discourse of consumer economies: “personal choice,” “demand” and “customers” (as in, the customer is always right) are common expressions. Sacrifice is an everyday term but, as we’ll see, it is everyday only in its overtly heroic and negative variants. My purpose is to expose these two rhetorical drivers for what they are: highly useful concepts in a fast-growing, frontier economy; highly destructive concepts in an ecologically constrained world. So exposed, we can move a step away from an endlessly expansionist economy and toward a sustainable economy. 

Consumer Sovereignty

“The desire to be master of time and space without dependence on schedules was not invented in an automobile factory. It accords with the nature of the modern person and comes from the consumer. Everyone should be able to use the means of transit that best suits his or her individual needs.”

J.H. Brunn, president of the German Automotive Industry Association, 1974 speech, “The Automobile Is Another Bit of Freedom.”
  

“The beverage industry is doing its part to help [with the problem of soft drinks and obesity]. We’ve made a wider range of beverages available to school students over the past decade, including bottled water, 100 percent juice, sports drinks, diet drinks and low-fat milk products. 

. . .

Instead of banning or taxing certain products, we should strive to educate children about exercise and balanced choices. Teaching children to eat and drink properly is teaching them to live a long, healthy life.”

Susan Neely, President and Chief Executive, American Beverage Association, Washington, April 14, 2006; letter to editor, New York Times, April 19, 2006, p. A22.
“As a 16-year-old high school student, I strongly object to the lobbying by state legislatures to deny students the right to buy certain soft drinks in school. 

It is preposterous that by the middle of my senior year, I will have the right to vote, but the state will consider me unable to make proper lifestyle choices. Although some lawmakers believe that they are endowed with the wisdom to make daily choices for others, I would prefer personal freedom.

Jonathan Panter, Palisades, N.Y., May 6, 2006; letter to editor, New York Times, May 15, 2006, p. A24.
“MacDonald’s has reported an astounding 37 consecutive months of positive comparable sales in the United States. . . .

Customers choose McDonald’s because we meet their needs by providing quality menu choices, value and convenience. . . .

Our recent success is largely the result of consistently executing the basics to ensure customer satisfaction.”

Bill Lamar, Senior Vice President and Chief Marketing Officer, U.S.A. McDonald’s Corporation, Oak Brook, Ill. May 11, 2006; letter to editor, New York Times, May 15, 2006, p. A24.
A core belief in a consumer economy is that it is all about the consumer. The consumer expresses his or her preferences in the marketplace and producers respond by producing the goods the consumer wants and at a price the consumer will pay. If the consumer doesn't buy the product, producers can’t sell it and thus don’t make it. Governments do likewise: they intervene in the economy to serve the consumer. The government takes anti-trust action against conglomerates because monopolists restrict production and raise prices, hurting the consumer. Conversely, if firms merge to capture efficiencies and offer consumers lower prices, the government supports economic concentration. If trade barriers prevent tropical fruits from reaching temperate shores or if they allow domestic producers to charge unrealistically high prices, the government lowers the barriers; not to do so is to restrict choice, to harm the consumer.

The emphasis on the consumer began (at least in the U.S.) in the Progressive Era, also known as the Age of Efficiency. Frederick Winslow Taylor applied “scientific management” to the factory, increasing worker productivity beyond anything imaginable. But perhaps the most insidious effect of the efficiency craze of that time was not in the production of goods but in production’s apparent polar opposite—consumption. To spend efficiently was to shop well, to scan retailers’ offerings, to monitor prices, and to locate the best and cheapest product on the store shelves. Shopping became the perfect complement to worker productivity. After all, the shopper and the worker are one and the same person. Only now the worker, a serf stripped of discretion and judgment in the factory, could be king in the supermarket. 

Consumer sovereignty, a notion originally developed as a theoretical nicety in neoclassical economics, became the new mantra of business and government leaders: Industrialists only respond to consumers’ wants and needs; if consumers don't want a product, they won't pay for it and producers can't sell it; so what does get produced is only what consumers want. And if there are problems--with safety or pollution, say--it's up to the consumers to demand change. So a firm would be happy to produce wood from well-managed forests or automobiles with safety devices, the argument goes, but it can’t do so when the demand isn’t there. If the public really wants cleaner production or safer products, preferences will shift and the market will respond. Moreover, say the appropriators of consumer sovereignty, if individual consumer preferences become collectively destructive--if workers are alienated, forests leveled, and rivers fouled--the problem is ethical, it’s educational and political, not commercial. Preferences among the mass of consumers can go askew, but the corrections should occur in one’s place of worship, in the school, or in the legislature, not in the factory or bank. To suggest that industry should make such corrections is to violate both private choice and public choice, two pillars of an open society and an efficient economy, indeed, of democracy itself.

Proponents of this belief system, bankers, merchandisers, and others, “believed it was not the business of business to judge other people’s desires,” writes historian William Leach. ”Quite the opposite: Business succeeded (and people got jobs) only when business responded to desire, manipulated it, and extended its frontiers. " 'The function of our economic organization,' ” Leach quotes one prominent banker of the 1920s and 1930s, “ 'is not to determine what the people ought to want, but to make the machinery as productive as possible of what they do want’.”

As with any belief system, language matters. Free trade, enfranchisement, and individual choice were terms that had to be invented and promoted. So too was the very term “consumer,” “a term not in regular currency before” World War I, writes Leach, yet one that 

began to compete for prominence with “citizen” and “worker” as well as with an earlier meaning of consumer developed by “consumers’ leagues,” which implied activism and not the passivity of the newer term. Related phrases or terms became popular, among them “consumer desires and wishes,” “consumer appeal,” “consumer sovereignty,” “commodity flow,” “the flow of satisfactions,” and “sales resistance.” This language expressed what had actually happened and, at the same time, ideologically explained it and gave it credence.
 

Seventy-five years later two leaders of global finance could write that "in pursuit of higher living standards, we have created a new world of global markets and instant communication delivering gains in efficiency and competition that are beyond the powers of governments." Reacting to charges that globalization concentrates power among the wealthy few, they say that, quite the contrary, "the goal is not to disenfranchise the individual but to give individuals more power to control their destinies by lowering costs, broadening choices, delivering more capital and opening more markets." People are empowered, in other words, when manufacturers, financiers and traders are allowed to serve their master (the sovereign consumer) by increasing consumer choice with more goods at low prices. What’s more, these financiers insist, if "four billion people exist on less than $1,500 a year," producers, those ever-ready servants to the consumers, "can lift them from poverty and turn them into customers."
 In this belief system, a world of consumers is an ideal world, one served by those with the capital, the expertise, the vision to make it all happen. But served; the consumer decides all. 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 low, low prices.

Underlying this belief system is a logic integral to the operation of a modern industrial economy, one that is dynamic and organized to expand. The relevant discipline is, of course, economics. A century ago, the discipline departed from its “laissez-faire ideas of scarcity and self-denial,” writes Leach, “in favor of the more appealing notions of [abundant] supply and prosperity.”
 No one need be deprived, everyone can be “lifted from poverty.” And for those already freed from the bonds of poverty, they too need not worry; abundance was for everyone, rich and poor. Frugality was a thing of the past; spending the thing of the future. Simon Patten, a founding member of the American Economics Association and professor at the then Wharton School of Economics, not to mention father of consumer theory, put it best nearly a century ago describing, indeed prescribing, a new culture:

We think of culture as the final product of civilization and not as one of its elements. Yet if we look at the facts, we find that culture is an index of activity, not of ancestral tradition and opinion. . . . 

Culture is the result of more satisfying combinations [of] consumption.

Consumer choice unifies a diverse nation and elevates the individual to high moral purpose, Patten argued. Thus, “all traditional restraints on consumption, all taboos against luxury” should be “eliminated.”
 

Now economics takes as axiomatic that an economy serves consumers: "Neoclassical economics sees the delivery of individual consumption as the main object of the economy system" writes economist Angus Deaton in The Palgrave Dictionary of Economics. In the modern world, “the flow of goods and services consumed by everyone constitutes the ultimate aim and end of economic life,” writes Robert Heilbroner in The Worldly Philosophers. 
 In principle, that consumption need not always increase any more than production need always increase. Optimal economic activity, economic theory tells us, is generally not maximum activity: the output of a firm with fixed costs produces where marginal costs and revenues equate, not at full plant capacity; the macroeconomy with known interest and employment rates can grow too fast (risking inflation) or too slow (risking unemployment). Enoughness is not an entirely alien concept, in the discipline. In practice, though, the allures of abundance and the ethics of material plenty, have prevailed. If one’s place in society and in natural systems once constituted "traditional restraints," they have indeed been cast aside. And new ones are few and far between. The political economy--firms and the institutions that support the economy--is nearly always one of maximum increase, of a never-ending "pursuit of higher living standards." It is "market demand for greater efficiencies and new products" that defines modern capitalism, writes political scientist Robert Gilpin in his lucid account of capitalism worldwide, The Political Economy of International Relations.
 In all this, the idea of the sovereign consumer demanding ever more goods to meet an endlessly insatiable appetite is fundamental. The sovereign consumer knows no bounds.

A common rhetorical device within consumer sovereignty is the mantra of low consumer prices. Political and business leaders frequently point out that Americans “demand” cheap gasoline for their cars and low-priced electricity for their homes. Some imply that American consumers deserve low prices. Few rationales are as effective in justifying a public expenditure or opposing a regulation. California’s energy crisis of 2001, for example, was preceded by partial deregulation where wholesale prices would be competitive but end-use prices would be capped. Consumers, so went the argument, could not bear the burden of market reorganization, even if real costs increased. When those costs did increase, the state (that is, California taxpayers) spent billions of dollars to keep electricity prices low for its citizens (that is, for California electricity users). When President Bush reneged in early 2001 on his campaign promise to reduce carbon emissions as called for in the Kyoto Protocol, the first reason given was that carbon dioxide was not a pollutant. The second reason, the one that people could take seriously, was that reducing emissions would raise consumer prices. When the software manufacturer, Microsoft, was accused of monopolistic practices, it took a position with a long history of success in U.S. anti-trust cases: the true beneficiaries of Microsoft practices, however predatory and monopolistic they may seem to some, are the consumers: more choice and lower prices. When garbage is shipped from New York, Illinois, and Ontario to Michigan, state officials and waste management companies explain that such transfers keep dumping fees low, meaning that roadside pick-up of unlimited quantities of household trash remains cheap. 

The list is endless but the logic is suspect. Certainly everyone wants to spend as little as possible, but only when there are no implications down the line. Low prices only make sense when all else is equal or when trade-offs are clear. I want lower gasoline prices if highway congestion doesn’t increase; I want cheap electricity if brownouts remain unlikely. That boosters of low prices can avoid spelling out such conditions and avoid being held accountable for such tradeoffs is testimony in part to the low level of political discourse in the United States. But the mantra of low prices, along with the “consumer knows best” construction of the consumer economy, also testify to the power of the idea of consumer sovereignty, an idea that, although a technical term conjured up by economists, suffuses much of contemporary policymaking.


The explanation for such power may lie in the aptly chosen term “sovereign.” Pharaohs, emperors, kings and queens enjoy luxuries and conveniences that are widely recognized as the appropriate trappings of power. It’s their right and their duty. What’s more, such entitlements are recognized by everyone, from the exalted ruler to the commoner. It’s the proper order of things. Now, it would seem, consumers have theirs: the right to maximize choice and the right to get the lowest possible price. Everyone from political leader to CEO to worker recognizes this essential rightness, however implicit it might be. It’s the proper order of things. Political leadership is exercised when consumer entitlements are promoted by increasing energy supplies (to keep gasoline prices at an “acceptable” level, for example) or concluding a trade agreement to open markets and, once again, keep prices low. Citizenship is expressed when the sovereign buys according to belief, to values, not just to price—e.g., a fuel-efficient car, sweatshop-free shoes, or eco-friendly cleansers.

Such sovereignty indeed knows no bounds. Its imperialism is not geographic (although much of globalization relies on the idea) but commercial and extractive: the sovereign must have more and more goods at ever lower prices and its agents must scour the globe to find the inputs and waste sites to make it all possible. Of course, this grand entitlement scheme for consumption can persist only as long as its boosters can defer, displace, and obscure true costs and pressing tradeoffs; individualization and distancing become essential processes in sustaining the scheme.
 

In the end, however, the idea of consumer sovereignty doesn’t add up. It 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. It makes the idea of unlimited economic growth appear both natural and inevitable. But consumers don’t have perfect information and they’re not insulated from the influence of marketers and they don’t write the rules. Their consumption choices seem broad but are in fact tightly constrained (one chooses between nearly identical car models, not between an automobile-based transport system and a mass-transit based one). Their “rule” over the investment and production decisions of major corporations is limited at best. It is a fiction highly convenient for those who do well with endless economic growth on a planet of seemingly endless frontiers. To believe otherwise, to suggest that consumers do not really rule, that they just might be consuming too much, that cutting back might be a good thing to do, is to court disaster. It is to suggest, among other anti-modern sentiments, that we might have to sacrifice. 

Sacrifice: The Depreciative Politics of Endless Consumption

I know we’re consuming too much. But if we cut back, the economy will take a dive. People will lose their jobs. Public services will decline. Democracy will be put at risk. And besides, people just won’t make the sacrifice. Why should they?

Every time I speak about overconsumption this is the kind of question I get. A newspaper editor once asked me to write a piece on how we can reduce consumption without hurting the economy. I have tried, but it’s always a struggle and I’ve yet to come up with a convincing reply. Unpacking consumer sovereignty is straightforward compared to this, the charge of sacrifice, the call for moderns to turn off the lights, crawl into the cave and shiver in the dark. And yet, in the face of ever-increasing use of resources and filling of waste sinks, this may be the crucial issue: if consuming less entails sacrifice, including the sacrifice of our very way of life and livelihood, how can a society possibly save the environment? How, if we take “the environment” as our life-support system, at once adaptive and fragile, how can we save ourselves?

This is indeed an important question, maybe the essential question in the face of excess throughput and its attendant impacts, environmental and human. It’s the right question. And it’s the wrong question.

It’s the right question in part because it forces all would-be environmental saviors (this author included) to confront their prescriptions. If one has moved from marginal change, “diddling with details” as Donella Meadows called it, to transformative change, that is, to fundamental restructuring, one can hardly avoid concluding that the economy must change. But in a consumption-driven economy, to say we must restructure and reduce consumption is to invite disaster, and in this it is the wrong question. It is wrong because it requires we accept at face value the prevailing framing of sacrifice.

In this section, then, I wish to both unpack and reframe sacrifice, recognizing that, for practical purposes, the term is so loaded in societies such as the U.S. that an entirely new term may be needed. In so doing, I expose the rhetorical use of sacrifice for its insidious effect promoting ever more consumption. I do this by 1) shedding light on current sacrifice; 2) distinguishing overt and covert sacrifice; 3) positing a notion of positive and negative sacrifice and 4) arguing that the denial of sacrifice depreciates everyday life, including participatory democracy. 

Current sacrifice. The fear of sacrifice and its rejection as an approach to righting environmental wrongs presumes that society is not already sacrificing to pursue the status quo. Every day in the U.S. we sacrifice about 100 people on the highways (plus 10- to 15-times that number of people seriously injured). Day after day, year in and year out. A September 11th tragedy every month. And we hardly blink. All to pursue a particular value expressed with a particular kind of vehicle—personal mobility via an automobile. Society’s endorsement of this sacrifice is evidenced by the huge public investment for automobile infrastructure and the reluctance to slow traffic and protect pedestrians (a significant fraction of deaths and injuries are to non-motorists). If just one person died every day from airline or railroad accidents, let alone from a new disease, there would be a public outcry. In our commitment to market-based, consumer-led health care we sacrifice 18,000 lives annually for lack of health insurance, according to the Institute of Health.
 Less obvious (perhaps) is the military expense and lives lost to protect oil supplies. And now, with one confirming report after another about the disruptive effects of global warming, we appear to be in the middle of a long-term project to sacrifice vast coastal areas, mangroves, coral reefs and cropland, even entire nations, all to maintain a carbon-based economy. The list goes on. Modern industrial societies are sacrificing hugely to pursue a particular vision of the good life.

These forms of sacrifice are well documented but known, it seems, only to the specialist and the well-informed citizen. Nobody is hiding them, yet they are covert, hidden from view or scrutiny by treating them as anomalies, often temporary at that, as problems that just need fixing, not as signs of a sacrificial consumer economy. They are, the reasoning appears to go, aberrations which, with the will, especially political will, and the money, especially public money, can be solved; in fact, if we rev up the economy, do more of what we are already doing but with, say, better cars (i.e., more efficient) and more renewables in the fuel mix (even if we end up just doing more of what we’re currently doing), we can generate the wealth, the surplus revenues, to tackle these problems. Until then, it’s just what society (read, the aggregation of sovereign consumers) has chosen. 

There are, of course, overt forms of sacrifice, even in a society that talks as if sacrifice would be a new, uncalled-for burden. Police officers walk into the line of fire, firefighters enter burning buildings, and soldiers go into battle, all to protect us and ensure our way of life. Noble sacrifice, though, is only for these few, today’s gladiators and knights. The rest of us not only are absolved from making such sacrifices but we are expected not to make any at all, certainly not in the commercial realm, not in our producing and consuming, not in that all-important task of keeping the economic engine primed. The marketplace is about opportunity, about meeting basic needs. And if the consuming slides from basics to indulgences, from mere choice to greed, from renewing to mining, “the economy” can’t and shouldn’t distinguish; excess is only in the eye of the moralizer, sufficiency is for traditionalists and rejectionists, for people with a “different set of values.”
 What the sovereign consumer chooses is necessary and right; anything less is sacrifice, for the consumer, for the economy, and, therefore, for society. 

Put in game theory terms, sacrifice is the “sucker’s payoff” in the Prisoner’s Dilemma. Only a fool would choose a course of action that risks maximizing one’s pay-off. Indeed, sacrifice is where the magic of the marketplace and social Darwinism join: pursuing one’s self-interest automatically aggregates into the public interest, and if some are left behind in the process society is still better off because the winners increase the overall pie and, besides, the winners are the most fit and should survive; the losers bring down the average and should be weeded out—i.e., sacrificed. The losers, the powerless, the poor, the backward, are expendable in this utilitarian vision and are hence rendered invisible, their sacrifice covert and thus acceptable. 

In short, to sacrifice in the marketplace is anathema; to sacrifice for the marketplace is acceptable and necessary, especially if covert (i.e., we don’t talk about it or look for it) and with risks incurred by a select few. In a society ruled by sovereign consumers where private purchases define the very identity of those consumers, overt sacrifice is relegated to the public realm, to those relatively rare instances where heroes are made, not the everyday stuff of driving an industrial and postindustrial economy: buying is what consumers do and the more they buy the better. 

Positive and negative. I’ve hinted at the observation that sacrifice has both positive and negative connotations.  Paralleling the notion of positive and negative freedom, where one is not good and the other bad, just different ways of defining a central idea of modern life (positive freedom is to be free to do this or be that; negative is the absence of governmental or other interference), positive and negative sacrifices are two sides of the same coin. In highly individualistic, open, market-driven, commercially-oriented and democratic societies (such as the U.S.), the negative side of sacrifice prevails (“people won’t sacrifice, why should they?”). In other societies, in fact, in the great preponderance of societies across cultures and across time, the positive prevails. “Outside our own [Western] cultural context, sacrifice appears to be a nearly universal practice whose effects have been understood as positive,” writes political theorist Karen Litfin. “While the forms that sacrifice has taken across human culture have varied greatly, anthropologists generally agree that it functions to promote social cohesion and a sense of deep relationship with cosmos and transcendental forces.”
 

What is important to recognize from the standpoint of overconsumption and the goal of a sustainable economy is that no society employs strictly a positive or a strictly negative notion of sacrifice; they have a mix. Getting the right mix for the assigned goal is the challenge. In a frontier economy where rapid industrialization is the goal, the negative makes sense: to get people to extract, produce, consume and dispose, and do so rapidly and thoroughly and at ever-greater levels, the requisite norm is some combination of adventure, exploration, and risk-taking. The associated norm of sacrifice must be negative: sacrifice is holding back, being reticent, even weak and cowardly: of course we should push that frontier, what are you afraid of? In a nationalistic and militaristic society bent on subjugating neighboring populations, a norm of sacrifice as defending the motherland and advancing civilization makes sense, hence, positive sacrifice. 

The real issue in understanding and prescribing a politics of sacrifice in an advanced industrial economy is the distribution of positive and negative sacrifice. In communal societies (and communal segments of individualistic societies—religious groups for example), members are expected to sacrifice for their families, their communities, and their nation. When they do and do it well they are admired. They move up a notch in the social order. When they do it poorly, they lose respect, are shunned, ostracized or banished. In individualistic societies people who sacrifice often slip back in the social hierarchy. Soldiers come home injured and find little place in a society that values mobility and youthful health. A corporate manager takes time off to care for her ailing father and she misses a promotion. A committed environmentalist makes do with one car and a modest house and friends rib him for his eccentricities and naiveté. 

So as much as sacrifice may seem anathema in modern commercial societies it has only been distributed so, pushed “underground,” says Litfin. “Far from being an invalid or nonexistent form of human activity, [positive] sacrifice in modernity is ubiquitous but largely unconscious.”
 A careful historical examination of the origins of consumerism might reveal the sources and rationales for such a redistribution. If, for instance, in the U.S. thrift and frugality were systematically suppressed to spur domestic consumption and absorb industrial output, all to expand the economy and create a great power (see quote from Leach above), then relegating sacrifice to acts of great heroism and (probably later) of parenting (raising the next generation’s workforce and consumers) and volunteering (e.g., Kiwanis, women’s clubs, Peace Corps) and finally ignoring the economic losers would follow. If positive sacrifice was deliberately suppressed, along with thrift and frugality, to create sovereign, free-spending consumers, then we have good reason to treat as suspect statements, ubiquitous in American life, that take for granted that consumers will not, can not, and should not sacrifice (even in the positive sense): Americans will never get out of their cars; to stop consuming is to ruin the economy; the American way of life is not up for negotiation. These are rhetorical claims that justify the status quo (or, at the last turn of the century, the need to spur a great industrial power). They say that it is normal, even patriotic, to demand more and more and at low, low prices. They put defenders of non-commercial values (e.g., ecological integrity, stable climate, social justice) on the defensive, shifting the burden of proof and the burden of creating an economic alternative to those who see the impossibility of endless material growth and the dismissal of huge externalities, environmental and human. 

The Everyday. Just as efficiency seeped out of the factory and permeated nearly every facet of modern life, all to justify a mechanistic and expansionist vision of the good life, sacrifice has been squelched, relegated to the brave (overtly heroic) and the weak (covertly worthless) but not to the man and woman on the street, relegated to patriotism and economic growth but not to provisioning and building a community.

To dismiss sacrifice in the material realm of producing and consuming is to depreciate the everyday, the small and little-noticed acts that elevate daily life, that give meaning to being someone other than a valiant soldier or a titan of industry. When my local shoe store owner gives me a deep discount the negative version of sacrifice affords only a limited, depreciative interpretation: this is an unnecessary forfeit of profit or he’s “buying” customer loyalty. Without an everyday notion of sacrifice, it’s impossible (or very difficult for the commercially oriented) to interpret the deep discount as what he and I know it is: one of many acts (such as my volunteering to sand his store floors) that cements our friendship. When I walk to work, avoiding the convenience of my car, the negative version of sacrifice again only affords a particular depreciative interpretation: he’s a do-gooder, a fool who doesn’t know that the gasoline he saves is trivial. What message is he trying to send? Does he really think he’ll make the rest of us feel guilty or that we’ll imitate him? In other words, a consumerist ideology, by disallowing a noble notion of everyday sacrifice can only ascribe irrationality to my “consumer choice” of walking to work. It cannot accept that walking for me confers numerous personal and social benefits, not the least of which is fresh air, exercise, uninterrupted mental space (a scarce item even riding the bus, let alone driving), chance encounters with friends and strangers (including my homeless “regulars”), a sense of my community that no amount of driving or reading or discussing can match and, yes, less impact on others and the environment.

So the depreciation of sacrifice in the everyday, the denial of a positive sacrifice for all but the few, is the denial of other-interestedness, of the chance to pursue higher purposes—democratic participation (aside from mere voting) and living within our ecological means, for instance. It is to relegate people to mere consumers and mere workers. It is to hand over the big challenges to the experts, the global managers, to those with the data and the means. It is to deny citizenship. It is to dismiss as foolish the act of an old man planting an oak sapling (knowing he’ll never see its majestic state), a toddler helping an adult pick up a piece of chalk, a teenager committed to saving the planet. Framing sacrifice in political and metaphysical terms, Litfin constructs an alternative vision:

An ecological politics of sacrifice would not be about compulsion, guilt, or burdened self-sacrifice. Rather, it would grow out of a sense of self as interwoven with Earth, cosmos, species and society. Sacrifice, then, would be a means to engagement with a participatory universe, and would be returned to its original meaning of “to make sacred by giving.” Our politics would follow from our sense of who we are in relation to others—other people (perhaps in distant places and perhaps not yet living) and other species. If human development proceeds by the widening of our circles of identification, then an ecological identify rooted in a holistic ontology represents an important developmental achievement, and need not entail any loss of individuality.
 

Righting the Consumer Economy

“To people who take the threat of global warming personally, driving a car that spews heat-trapping greenhouse gasses into the atmosphere can be a guilt trip. 

But to help atone for that environmental sin, some drivers are [purchasing carbon offsets to produce clean energy].

Of course, emissions could be reduced the old-fashioned way—by flying less, turning off the air-conditioner or buying a more fuel-efficient car. But that would probably require some sacrifice and perhaps even a change in lifestyle. Instead, carbon-offset programs allow individuals to skip the sacrifice and simply pay for the right to pollute.”

Anthony DePalma, “Gas Guzzlers Find the Price of Forgiveness,” news article, New York Times, April 22, 2006, pp. A1, A13.

In the American paper-of-record and, it seems, throughout mainstream policy debate in the U.S. and wherever the Washington consensus prevails, saving the environment and the economy and our lifestyle is all about individual purchasing, about having the choice of relieving our guilt while avoiding that dreaded thing called sacrifice. It’s about taking personally something that’s best left to the experts. And, presumably, all this occurs while the guilt-free continue on their merry gas-guzzling way, and while those pesky externalities (like global warming) just correct themselves, all through consumer choice. 

A consumer economy requires at least three things to perpetuate itself. One is members’ willingness to accept the consumer role as central, even dominant: what I buy is who I am and what we all buy is what our society is. A second is the belief that because consumer choice is a superior form of decisionmaking, the more realms that come under it the better--markets, education, health care, environmental protection. 

The third requirement for a consumer economy is ever-more choices and ever-increasing consumption, irrespective of costs that are shaded and distanced, displaced in time and place. In an ecologically empty world (human impact is minor compared to the resource and waste sink capacities of the biosphere), the construction of a person’s primary role (buy and buy more) and of a society’s purpose (economic growth) may have made sense. In today’s full world it does not. 

The hedonistic, growth-manic, cost-displacing consumer economy must give way to a purposeful economy, an economy premised on principles of positive sacrifice, of giving (along with receiving), of sufficiency and good work and participatory citizenship. The sovereign consumer must be dethroned; sacrifice must be elevated, restored to its proper, “make sacred” pedestal. 
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