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In the 2009 documentary The Age of Stupid, a fictional historian who is 

possibly the last man on Earth looks at archival film footage from 2008 

and contemplates the last years in which humanity could have saved it-

self from global ecological collapse. As he reflects on the lives of several 

individuals – an Indian businessman building a new low-cost airline, a 

British community group concerned about climate change but fighting a 

new wind turbine development in the area, a Nigerian student striving to 

live the American dream, and an American oilman who sees no contra-

diction between his work and his love of the out-doors – the historian 

wonders, “Why didn’t we save ourselves when we had the chance?” 

Were we just being stupid? Or was it that “on some level we weren’t sure 

that we were worth saving?” The answer has little to do with humans be-

ing stupid or self-destructive but everything to do with culture1. 

Human beings are embedded in cultural systems, are shaped and 

constrained by their cultures, and for the most part act only within the 

cultural realities of their lives. The cultural norms, symbols, values, and 

traditions a person grows up with become “natural.” Thus, asking peo-

ple who live in consumer cultures to curb consumption is akin to asking 

them to stop breathing – they can do it for a moment, but then, gasping, 

* State of the World, 2010. 

** Senior Researcher at the Worldwatch Institute and Project Director of State of the World 2010.  
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they will inhale again. Driving cars, flying in planes, having large 

homes, using air conditioning…these are not decadent choices but sim-

ply natural parts of life – at least according to the cultural norms present 

in a growing number of consumer cultures in the world. Yet while they 

seem natural to people who are part of those cultural realities, these pat-

terns are neither sustainable nor innate manifestations of human nature. 

They have developed over several centuries and today are actively being 

reinforced and spread to millions of people in developing countries. 

Preventing the collapse of human civilization requires nothing less 

than a wholesale transformation of dominant cultural patterns. This trans-

formation would reject consumerism – the cultural orientation that leads 

people to find meaning, contentment, and acceptance through what they 

consume – as taboo and establish in its place a new cultural framework 

centered on sustainability. In the process, a revamped understanding of 

“natural” would emerge: it would mean individual and societal choices 

that cause minimal ecological damage or, better yet, that restore Earth’s 

ecological systems to health. Such a shift – something more fundamental 

than the adoption of new technologies or government policies, which are 

often regarded as the key drivers of a shift to sustainable societies – would 

radically reshape the way people understand and act in the world. 

Transforming cultures is of course no small task. It will require 

decades of effort in which cultural pioneers – those who can step out of 

their cultural realities enough to critically examine them – work tire-

lessly to redirect key culture-shaping institutions: education, business, 

government, and the media, as well as social movements and long-

standing human traditions. Harnessing these drivers of cultural change 

will be critical if humanity is to survive and thrive for centuries and 

millennia to come and prove that we are, indeed, “worth saving.” 
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The Unsustainability of Current Consumption Patterns 

In 2006, people around the world spent $30.5 trillion on goods and ser-

vices (in 2008 dollars). These expenditures included basic necessities 

like food and shelter, but as discretionary incomes rose, people spent 

more on consumer goods – from richer foods and larger homes to televi-

sions, cars, computers, and air travel. In 2008 alone, people around the 

world purchased 68 million vehicles, 85 million refrigerators, 297 mil-

lion computers, and 1.2 billion mobile (cell) phones2. 

Consumption has grown dramatically over the past five decades, 

up 28 percent from the $23.9 trillion spent in 1996 and up sixfold from 

the $4.9 trillion spent in 1960 (in 2008 dollars). Some of this increase 

comes from the growth in population, but human numbers only grew 

by a factor of 2.2 between 1960 and 2006. Thus consumption expendi-

tures per person still almost tripled3. 

As consumption has risen, more fossil fuels, minerals, and metals 

have been mined from the earth, more trees have been cut down, and 

more land has been plowed to grow food (often to feed livestock as peo-

ple at higher income levels started to eat more meat). Between 1950 and 

2005, for example, metals production grew sixfold, oil consumption 

eightfold, and natural gas consumption 14fold. In total, 60 billion tons 

of resources are now extracted annually – about 50 percent more than 

just 30 years ago. Today, the average European uses 43 kilograms of re-

sources daily, and the average American uses 88 kilograms. All in all, 

the world extracts the equivalent of 112 Empire State Buildings from 

the earth every single day4. 

The exploitation of these resources to maintain ever higher levels 

of consumption has put increasing pressure on Earth’s systems and in 
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the process has dramatically disrupted the ecological systems on which 

humanity and countless other species depend. 

The Ecological Footprint Indicator, which compares humanity’s 

ecological impact with the amount of productive land and sea area 

available to supply key ecosystem services, shows that humanity now 

uses the resources and services of 1.3 Earths (See Figure 1). In other 

words, people are using about a third more of Earth’s capacity than is 

available, undermining the resilience of the very ecosystems on which 

humanity depends5. 

In 2005 the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA), a compre-

hensive review of scientific research that involved 1,360 experts from 

95 countries, reinforced these findings. It found that some 60 percent of 

ecosystem services – climate regulation, the provision of fresh water, 

waste treatment, food from fisheries, and many other services – were 

being degraded or used unsustainably. The findings were so unsettling 

that the MA Board warned that “human activity is putting such strain 

on the natural functions of Earth that the ability of the planet’s ecosys-

tems to sustain future generations can no longer be taken for granted.”6 

The shifts in one particular ecosystem service – climate regulation 

– are especially disturbing. After remaining at stable levels for the past 

1,000 years at about 280 parts per million, atmospheric concentrations 

of carbon dioxide (CO2) are now at 385 parts per million, driven by a 

growing human population consuming ever more fossil fuels, eating 

more meat, and converting more land to agriculture and urban areas. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change found that climate 

change due to human activities is causing major disruptions in Earth’s 

systems. If greenhouse gas emissions are not curbed, disastrous changes 

will occur in the next century7. 
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A May 2009 study that used the Integrated Global Systems Model of 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology found that unless significant 

action is taken soon, median temperature increases would be 5.1 degrees 

Celsius by 2100, more than twice as much as the model had projected in 

2003. A September 2009 study reinforced that finding, stating that busi-

ness as usual would lead to a 4.5 degree Celsius increase by 2100, and that 

even if all countries stuck to their most ambitious proposals to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions, temperatures would still go up by 3.5 degrees 

Celsius. In other words, policy alone will not be enough. A dramatic shift 

in the very design of human societies will be essential8.  

These projected levels of temperature change mean the odds 

would be great that  ocean levels would increase by two or more meters 

due to the partial melting of Greenland or Western Antarctica ice 

Figure 1 
Humanity’s Ecological Footprint, 1961–2005 
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sheets, which in turn would cause massive coastal flooding and poten-

tially submerge entire island nations. The one sixth of the world who 

depend on glacier-or snowmelt-fed rivers for water would face extreme 

water scarcity. Vast swaths of the Amazon forest would become sa-

vanna, coral reefs would die, and many of the world’s most vulnerable 

fisheries would collapse. All of this would translate into major political 

and social disruptions – with environmental refugees projected to reach 

up to 1 billion by 20509. 

And climate change is just one of the many symptoms of excessive 

consumption levels. Air pollution, the average loss of 7 million hectares 

of forests per year, soil erosion, the annual production of over 100 mil-

lion tons of hazardous waste, abusive labor practices driven by the de-

sire to produce more and cheaper consumer goods, obesity, increasing 

time stress – the list could go on and on. All these problems are often 

treated separately, even as many of their roots trace back to current 

consumption patterns10. 

In addition to being excessive overall, modern consumption levels 

are highly skewed, leading to disproportionate responsibility for mod-

ern environmental ills among the rich. 

According to a study by Princeton ecologist Stephen Pacala, the 

world’s richest 500 million people (roughly 7 percent of the world’s 

population) are currently responsible for 50 percent of the world’s carbon 

dioxide emissions, while the poorest 3 billion are responsible for just 6 

percent. These numbers should not be surprising, for it is the rich who 

have the largest homes, drive cars, jet around the world, use large 

amounts of electricity, eat more meat and processed foods, and buy more 

stuff – all of which has significant ecological impact. Granted, higher in-

comes do not always equate with increased consumption, but where con-
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sumerism is the cultural norm, the odds of consuming more go up when 

people have more money, even for ecologically conscious consumers11. 

In 2006, the 65 high-income countries where consumerism is most 

dominant accounted for 78 percent of consumption expenditures but just 

16 percent of world population. People in the United States alone spent 

$9.7 trillion on consumption that year – about $32,400 per person – ac-

counting for 32 percent of global expenditures with only 5 percent of 

global population. It is these countries that most urgently need to redirect 

their consumption patterns, as the planet cannot handle such high levels 

of consumption. Indeed, if everyone lived like Americans, Earth could 

sustain only 1.4 billion people. At slightly lower consumption levels, 

though still high, the planet could support 2.1 billion people. But even at 

middle-income levels – the equivalent of what people in Jordan and 

Thailand earn on average today – Earth can sustain fewer people than are 

alive today (See Table 1). These numbers convey a reality that few want 

to confront: in today’s world of 6.8 billion, modern consumption patterns 

– even at relatively basic levels – are not sustainable12.  
Table 1 

Sustainable World Population at Different Consumption Levels 

Source: See endnote 12 

Consumption 

Level 

  

Per Capita Income, 

2005 

Biocapacity Used 

Per Person, 2005 

Sustainable  

Population 

at this Level 

  (GNI, PPP,  

2008 dollars) 

(global hectares) 

  

(billion) 

  

Low-income  1,230  1.0  2.7  

Middle-income  5,100  2.2  6.2  

High-income  35,690  6.4  2.1  

United States  45,580  9.4  1.4  

Global average  9,460  2.7  5.0  



E.Assadourian  «21st CENTURY», № 2 (12), 2012 

12 

A 2009 analysis of consumption patterns across socioeconomic 

classes in India made this particularly clear. Consumer goods are 

broadly accessible in India today. Even at annual income levels of about 

$2,500 per person in purchasing power parity (PPP), many households 

have access to basic lighting and a fan. As incomes reach about $5,000 

per year PPP, access to television becomes standard and access to hot 

water heaters grows. By $8,000 a year PPP, most people have an array 

of consumer goods, from washing machines and DVD players to kitchen 

appliances and computers. As incomes rise further, air conditioning and 

air travel become common13. 

Not surprisingly, the richest 1 percent of Indians (10 million peo-

ple), who earn more than $24,500 PPP a year, are now each responsible 

for more than 5 tons of CO2 emissions annually – still just a fifth of 

American per capita emissions but twice the average level of 2.5 tons 

per person needed to keep temperatures under 2 degrees Celsius. Even 

the 151 million Indians earning more than $6,500 per person PPP are 

living above the threshold of 2.5 tons per person, while the 156 million 

Indians earning $5,000 are nearing it, producing 2.2 tons per person14. 

As the Ecological Footprint Indicator and Indian survey demon-

strate, even at income levels that most observers would think of as sub-

sistence – about $5,000–6,000 PPP per person a year – people are al-

ready consuming at unsustainable levels. And today, more than a third 

of the world’s people live above this threshold15. 

The adoption of sustainable technologies should enable basic lev-

els of consumption to remain ecologically viable. From Earth’s perspec-

tive, however, the American or even the European way of life is simply 

not viable. A recent analysis found that in order to produce enough en-

ergy over the next 25 years to replace most of what is supplied by fossil 
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fuels, the world would need to build 200 square meters of solar photo-

voltaic panels every second plus 100 square meters of solar thermal 

every second plus 24 3-megawatt wind turbines every hour nonstop for 

the next 25 years. All of this would take tremendous energy and materi-

als – ironically frontloading carbon emissions just when they most need 

to be reduced – and expand humanity’s total ecological impact signifi-

cantly in the short term16. 

Add to this the fact that population is projected to grow by an-

other 2.3 billion by 2050 and even with effective strategies to curb 

growth will probably still grow by at least another 1.1 billion before 

peaking. Thus it becomes clear that while shifting technologies and sta-

bilizing population will be essential in creating sustainable societies, 

neither will succeed without considerable changes in consumption pat-

terns, including reducing and even eliminating the use of certain goods, 

such as cars and airplanes, that have become important parts of life to-

day for many. Habits that are firmly set – from where people live to 

what they eat – will all need to be altered and in many cases simplified 

or minimized. These, however, are not changes that people will want to 

make, as their current patterns are comfortable and feel “natural,” in 

large part because of sustained and methodical efforts to make them feel 

just that way17. 

In considering how societies can be put on paths toward a sustain-

able future, it is important to recognize that human behaviors that are 

so central to modern cultural identities and economic systems are not 

choices that are fully in consumers’ control. They are systematically re-

inforced by an increasingly dominant cultural paradigm: consumerism. 
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Consumerism Across Cultures 

To understand what consumerism is, first it is necessary to understand 

what culture is. Culture is not simply the arts, or values, or belief sys-

tems. It is not a distinct institution functioning alongside economic or 

political systems. Rather, it is all of these elements – values, beliefs, cus-

toms, traditions, symbols, norms, and institutions – combining to create 

the overarching frames that shape how humans perceive reality. Be-

cause of individual cultural systems, one person can interpret an action 

as insulting that another would find friendly – such as making a 

“thumbs up” sign, which is an exceptionally vulgar gesture in some cul-

tures. Culture leads some people to believe that social roles are desig-

nated by birth, determines where people’s eyes focus when they talk to 

others, and even dictates what forms of sexual relationships (such as 

monogamy, polyandry, or polygamy) are acceptable18. 

Cultures, as broader systems, arise out of the complex interactions 

of many different elements of social behaviors and guide humans at an 

almost invisible level. They are, in the words of anthropologists Robert 

Welsch and Luis Vivanco, the sum of all “social processes that make the 

artificial (or human constructed) seem natural.” It is these social proc-

esses – from direct interaction with other people and with cultural arti-

facts or “stuff” to exposure to the media, laws, religions, and economic 

systems – that shape people’s realities19. 

Most of what seems “natural” to people is actually cultural. Take 

eating, for example. All humans eat, but what, how, and even when 

they eat is determined by cultural systems. Few Europeans would eat 

insects because these creatures are intrinsically repulsive to them due to 

cultural conditioning, though many of them would eat shrimp or snails. 

Yet in other cultures, bugs are an important part of cuisine, and in some 
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cases – like the Sago grub for the Korowai people of New Guinea – bugs 

are delicacies20. 

Ultimately, while human behavior is rooted in evolution and 

physiology, it is guided primarily by the cultural systems people are 

born into. As with all systems, there are dominant paradigms that guide 

cultures – shared ideas and assumptions that, over generations, are 

shaped and reinforced by leading cultural actors and institutions and by 

the participants in the cultures themselves. Today the cultural paradigm 

that is dominant in many parts of the world and across many cultural 

systems is consumerism21. 

British economist Paul Ekins describes consumerism as a cultural 

orientation in which “the possession and use of an increasing number 

and variety of goods and services is the principal cultural aspiration and 

the surest perceived route to personal happiness, social status, and na-

tional success.” Put more simply: consumerism is a cultural pattern that 

leads people to find meaning, contentment, and acceptance primarily 

through the consumption of goods and services. While this takes differ-

ent forms in different cultures, consumerism leads people everywhere 

to associate high consumption levels with well-being and success. Ironi-

cally though, research shows that consuming more does not necessarily 

mean a better individual quality of life (See Box 1).22 

Consumerism has now so fully worked its way into human cul-

tures that it is sometimes hard to even recognize it as a cultural con-

struction. It simply seems to be natural. But in fact the elements of cul-

tures – language and symbols, norms and traditions, values and institu-

tions – have been profoundly transformed by consumerism in societies 

around the world. Indeed, “consumer” is now often used interchangea-

bly with person in the 10 most commonly used languages of the world, 

and most likely in many more23. 
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Box 1  
Do High Consumption Levels Improve Human Well-being? 

Ultimately, whether high consumption levels make people better off is 

irrelevant if they lead to the degradation of Earth’s systems, as ecological de-

cline will undermine human wellbeing for the majority of society in the long 

term. But even assuming this threat were not looming, there is strong evi-

dence that higher levels of consumption do not significantly increase the 

quality of life beyond a certain point, and they may even reduce it. 

First, psychological evidence suggests that it is close relationships, a mean-

ingful life, economic security, and health that contribute most to well-being. 

While there are marked improvements in happiness when people at low lev-

els of income earn more (as their economic security improves and their range 

of opportunities grows), as incomes increase this extra earning power con-

verts less effectively into increased happiness. In part, this may stem from 

people’s tendency to habituate to the consumption level they are exposed to. 

Goods that were once perceived as luxuries can over time be seen as entitle-

ments or even necessities. 

By the 1960s, for instance, the Japanese already viewed a fan, a washing 

machine, and electric rice cookers as essential goods for a satisfactory living 

standard. In due course, a car, an air conditioner, and a color television were 

added to the list of “essentials.” And in the United States, 83 percent of peo-

ple saw clothes dryers as a necessity in 2006. Even products around only a 

short time quickly become viewed as necessities. Half of Americans now 

think they must have a mobile phone, and one third of them see a high speed 

Internet connection as essential. 

A high-consumption lifestyle can also have many side effects that do not 

improve wellbeing, from increased work stress and debt to more illness and a 

greater risk of death. Each year roughly half of all deaths worldwide are caused 

by cancers, cardiovascular and lung diseases, diabetes, and auto accidents. 

Many of these deaths are caused or at least largely influenced by individual 

consumption choices such as smoking, being sedentary, eating too few fruits 

and vegetables, and being overweight. Today 1.6 billion people around the 

world are overweight or obese, lowering their quality of life and shortening 

their lives, for the obese, by 3 to 10 years on average.  
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Consider symbols – what anthropologist Leslie White once de-

scribed as “the origin and basis of human behavior.” In most countries 

today people are exposed to hundreds if not thousands of consumerist 

symbols every day. Logos, jingles, slogans, spokespersons, mascots – all 

these symbols of different brands routinely bombard people, influencing 

behavior even at unconscious levels. Many people today recognize these 

consumerist symbols more easily than they do common wildlife species, 

birdsong, animal calls, or other elements of nature. One study in 2002 

found that British children could identify more Pokémon characters (a 

brand of toy) than common wildlife species. And logos are recognized by 

children as young as two years old. One investigation of American two-

year-olds found that although they could not identify the letter M, many 

could identify McDonald’s M-shaped golden arches24. 

Cultural norms – how people spend their leisure time, how regu-

larly they upgrade their wardrobes, even how they raise their children 

– are now increasingly oriented around purchasing goods or services. 

One norm of particular interest is diet. It now seems natural to eat 

highly sweetened, highly processed foods. Children from a very early 

age are exposed to candy, sweetened cereals, and other unhealthy but 

highly profitable and highly advertised foods – a shift that has had a 

dramatic impact on global obesity rates. Today, fast-food vendors and 

soda machines are found even in schools, shaping children’s dietary 

norms from a young age and in turn reinforcing and perpetuating these 

norms throughout societies. According to a study by the U.S. Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention, nearly two thirds of U.S. school dis-

tricts earn a percentage of the revenue from vending machine sales, and 

a third receive financial awards from soda companies when a certain 

amount of their product is sold25. 
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Traditions – the most ritualized and deeply rooted aspects of cul-

tures – are also now shaped by consumerism. From weddings that cost 

an average $22,000 in the United States to funeral norms that pressure 

grieving loved ones to purchase elaborate coffins, headstones, and other 

expensive symbolic goods, consumerism is deeply embedded in how 

people observe rituals. Choosing to celebrate rituals in a simple manner 

can be a difficult choice to make, whether because of norms, family 

pressure, or advertising influence26. 

Christmas demonstrates this point well. While for Christians this 

day marks the birth of Jesus, for many people the holiday is more ori-

ented around Santa Claus, gift giving, and feasting. A 2008 survey on 

Christmas spending in 18 countries found that individuals spent hun-

dreds of dollars on gifts and hundreds more on socializing and food. In 

Ireland, the United Kingdom, and the United States – the three with the 

largest expenditures – individuals on average spent $942, $721, and 

$581 on gifts, respectively. Increasingly, even many non-Christians 

celebrate Christmas as a time to exchange gifts. In Japan, Christmas is a 

big holiday, even though only 2 percent of the population is Christian. 

As Reverend Billy of the tongue-in-cheek consumer education effort 

The Church of Stop Shopping notes: “We think we are consumers at 

Christmas time. No! We are being consumed at Christmastime.”27 

Consumerism is also affecting peoples’ values. The belief that more 

wealth and more material possessions are essential to achieving the 

good life has grown noticeably across many countries in the past several 

decades. One annual survey of first-year college students in the United 

States has investigated students’ life priorities for more than 35 years. 

Over this time the importance of being well off financially has grown 

while the importance of developing a meaningful life philosophy has 
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fallen (See Figure 2). And this is not just an American phenomenon. A 

study by psychologists Güliz Ger and Russell Belk found high levels of 

materialism in two thirds of the 12 countries they surveyed, including 

several transitional economies28. 

While consumerism is now found in nearly all cultures, it is not 

without consequences. On this finite planet, defining success and happi-

ness through how much a person consumes is not sustainable. More-

over, it is abundantly clear that this cultural orientation did not just 

happen to appear as a byproduct of growing incomes. It was engineered 

over several centuries. Today, since consumerism has been internalized 

by many societies, it is self-perpetuating to some extent, yet institutions 

within society – including businesses, the media, governments, and 

educational facilities – continue to prop up this cultural orientation. 

Figure 2 
Aspirations of First-Year College Students in the United States, 1971–2008 
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These institutions also are actively working to expand markets around 

the world for new consumer goods and services. Understanding the role 

of these institutional drivers will be essential in order to cultivate new 

cultures of sustainability. 

 

Institutional Roots of Consumerism 

As long ago as the late 1600s, societal shifts in Europe began to lay the 

groundwork for the emergence of consumerism. Expanding populations 

and a fixed base of land, combined with a weakening of traditional 

sources of authority such as the church and community social struc-

tures, meant that a young person’s customary path of social advance-

ment – inheriting the family plot or apprenticing in a father’s trade – 

could no longer be taken for granted. People sought new avenues for 

identity and self-fulfillment, and the acquisition and use of goods be-

came popular substitutes29. 

Meanwhile, entrepreneurs were quick to capitalize on these shifts 

to stimulate purchase of their new wares, using new types of advertis-

ing, endorsements by prominent people, creation of shop displays, “loss-

leaders” (selling a popular item at a loss as a way to pull customers into a 

store), creative financing options, even consumer research and the stok-

ing of new fads. For example, one eighteenth-century British pottery 

manufacturer, Josiah Wedgwood, had salespeople drum up excitement 

for new pottery designs, creating demand for newer lines of products 

even from customers who already had a perfectly good, but now seem-

ingly outdated, set of pottery30 . 

Still, traditional social mores blocked the rapid advance of a con-

sumerist mindset. Peasants with extra income traditionally would in-

crease landholdings or support community works rather than buy new 



21 

«21st CENTURY», № 2 (12), 2012 E.Assadourian  

fashions or home furnishings – two of the earliest consumer goods. 

Workers whose increased productivity resulted in greater pay tended to 

favor more leisure time rather than the wealth that a full day at in-

creased pay might have brought them31. 

But over time the emerging consumerist orientation was internal-

ized by a growing share of the populace – with the continued help of 

merchants and traders – redefining what was understood as natural. The 

universe of “basic necessities” grew, so that by the French Revolution, 

Parisian workers were demanding candles, coffee, soap, and sugar as 

“goods of prime necessity” even though all but the candles had been 

luxury items less than 100 years earlier32. 

By the early 1900s, a consumerist orientation had become increas-

ingly embedded in many of the dominant societal institutions of many 

cultures – from businesses and governments to the media and educa-

tion. And in the latter half of the century, new innovations like televi-

sion, sophisticated advertising techniques, transnational corporations, 

franchises, and the Internet helped institutions to spread consumerism 

across the planet. 

Arguably, the strongest driver of this cultural shift has been busi-

ness interests. On a diverse set of fronts, businesses found ways to coax 

more consumption out of people. Credit was liberalized, for instance, 

with installment payments, and the credit card was promoted heavily in 

the United States, which led to an almost 11-fold increase in consumer 

credit between 1945 and 1960. Products were designed to have short lives 

or to go out of style quickly (strategies called, respectively, physical and 

psychological obsolescence). And workers were encouraged to take pay 

raises rather than more time off, increasing their disposable incomes33. 
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Perhaps the biggest business tool for stoking consumption is mar-

keting. Global advertising expenditures hit $643 billion in 2008, and in 

countries like China and India they are growing at 10 percent or more 

per year. In the United States, the average “consumer” sees or hears 

hundreds of advertisements every day and from an early age learns to 

associate products with positive imagery and messages. Clearly, if adver-

tising were not effective, businesses would not spend 1 percent of the 

gross world product to sell their wares, as they do. And they are right: 

studies have demonstrated that advertising indeed encourages certain 

behaviors and that children, who have difficulty distinguishing between 

advertising and content, are particularly susceptible. As one U.S. Na-

tional Academy of Sciences panel found, “food and beverage marketing 

influences the preferences and purchase requests of children, influences 

consumption at least in the short term, is a likely contributor to less 

healthful diets, and may contribute to negative diet related health out-

comes and risks among children and youth.”34 

In addition to direct advertising, product placement – intentionally 

showing products in television programs or movies so that they are posi-

tively associated with characters – is a growing practice. Companies spent 

$3.5 billion placing their products strategically in 2004 in the United 

States, four times the amount spent 15 years earlier. And, like advertising, 

product placements influence choices. Research has found, for example, a 

causal relationship between cigarette smoking in the movies and the ini-

tiation of this behavior in young adults in a “dose-response” manner, 

meaning that the more that teenagers are exposed to cigarette smoking in 

the movies, the more likely they are to start smoking35. 

Other clever marketing efforts are also increasingly common tools. 

In “word of mouth” marketing, people who are acting as unpaid “brand 
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agents” push products on unsuspecting friends or acquaintances. In 

2008, U.S. businesses spent $1.5 billion on this kind of marketing, a 

number expected to grow to $1.9 billion by 2010. One company, 

BzzAgent, currently has 600,000 of these brand agents volunteering in 

its network; they help to spread the good word about new products – 

from the latest fragrance or fashion accessory to the newest juice bever-

age or coffee drink – by talking about them to their friends, completing 

surveys, rating Web sites, writing blogs, and so on. In Tokyo, Sample 

Lab Ltd. recently brought this idea to a new level with a “marketing 

café” specifically created to expose consumers to samples of new prod-

ucts. Companies now even harness anthropologists to figure out what 

drives consumers’ choices, as Disney did in 2009 in order to better tar-

get male teens, one of their weaker customer bases36. 

Any of these marketing strategies, taken alone, stimulates interest 

in a single good or service. Together these diverse initiatives stimulate 

an overall culture of consumerism. As economist and marketing analyst 

Victor Lebow explained in the Journal of Retailing over 50 years ago, “A 

specific advertising and promotional campaign, for a particular product 

at a particular time, has no automatic guarantee of success, yet it may 

contribute to the general pressure by which wants are stimulated and 

maintained. Thus its very failure may serve to fertilize this soil, as does 

so much else that seems to go down the drain.” Industries, even as they 

pursue limited agendas of expanding sales for their products, play a sig-

nificant role in stimulating consumerism. And whether intentionally or 

not, they transform cultural norms in the process (See Table 2).37 
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Table 2 
How Industries Have Shifted Cultural Norms 

 

Industry  Shift  

Bottled water 

  

This $60-billion industry sold 241 billion liters of water 

in 2008, more than double the amount sold in 2000. 

Through its global advertising efforts, the industry has 

helped create the impression that bottled water is 

healthier, tastier, and more fashionable than publicly 

supplied water, even as studies have found some bottled 

water brands to be less safe than public tap water and to 

cost 240 to 10,000 times as much. 

Fast food 

  

Fast food is now a $120-billion industry in the United 

States, with about 200,000 restaurants in operation. 

Among major restaurant chains, half are now hamburger 

joints. In the early 1900s, the hamburger was scorned in 

the United States as a dirty “food for the poor,” but by 

the 1960s the hamburger had become a loved meal. By 

spending an annual $1.2 billion in advertising, promot-

ing convenience and value, and providing play places for 

children, McDonald’s in particular has helped transform 

dietary norms. It now serves 58 million people every day 

in its 32,000 restaurants spread across 118 countries. 

Disposable paper 

products 

  

  

From paper towels and plates to diapers and facial tissue, 

the disposable paper product industry has cultivated the 

belief that these products provide convenience and hy-

giene. In China, the market for these goods hit $14.6 bil-

lion in 2008, up 11 percent from the previous year. For 

many around the world, use of these products is today 

seen as a necessity, although this is a belief actively culti-

vated over many years by the industry. In China, when 

the disposable diaper industry entered the market it 

worked aggressively to make the use of “split-pants” ta-

boo and instead to have disposable diapers be a symbol 

of affluence and sophistication. 
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The media are a second major societal institution that plays a driv-

ing role in stimulating consumerism, and not just as a vehicle for mar-

keting. The media are a powerful tool for transmitting cultural symbols, 

norms, customs, myths, and stories. As Duane Elgin, author and media 

activist, explains: “To control a society, you don’t need to control its 

courts, you don’t need to control its armies, all you need to do is control 

its stories. And it’s television and Madison Avenue that is telling us 

most of the stories most of the time to most of the people.”38 

Source: See endnote 37 

Industry  Shift  

Vehicles 

  

Car companies are the second largest advertiser in the United 
States. They spent $15.6 billion on ads in 2008 and actively 
pushed the image of cars as sexy, exciting, and liberating. 
Since the 1920s, car companies have played an aggressive role 
in shifting the American culture to be car-centric, lobbying 
for increased road support, supporting organizations that 
fought against regulating car usage, even buying up several 
public trolley systems and dismantling them. Today car com-
panies everywhere continue to promote auto-centric societies. 
In 2008, they spent $67 million on lobbying and $19 million 
on campaign contributions in the United States alone. 

Pet industry 

  

Views of specific animal species are primarily determined by 
cultures. The pet industry, which earns $42 billion globally 
each year on pet food alone, is a driving force in making it 
seem natural to view dogs, cats, and several other animals as 
friends and even members of the family. The “humanization” 
of these animals is a stated strategy of the industry and in 
2005 was backed by over $300 million in advertising in the 
United States. As these pets are increasingly humanized, con-
sumers become more willing to spend greater sums on ex-
pensive foods, veterinary services, clothing, and toys. Pets, 
however, consume considerable ecological resources. For 
example, two pet German Shepherds use more resources in a 
year than the average Bangladeshi does. 



E.Assadourian  «21st CENTURY», № 2 (12), 2012 

26 

Between television, movies, and increasingly the Internet, the me-

dia are a dominant form of leisure time activity. In 2006, some 83 per-

cent of the world’s population had access to television and 21 percent 

had access to the Internet (See Table 3). In countries that belong to the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 95 percent 

of households have at least one television, and people watch about three 

to four hours a day on average. Add to this the two to three hours spent 

online each day, plus radio broadcasts, newspapers, magazines, and the 

8 billion movie tickets sold in 2006 worldwide, and it becomes clear 

that media exposure consumes anywhere from a third to half of people’s 

waking day in large parts of the world39. 

Table 3 
Media Access by Global Income Group, 2006 

Source: See endnote 39  

Income 

Group 

  

Population 

  
Household 

Consumption 

Expenditure 

Per Capita 

Households with 

Television 

Internet  

Users 

  

  

  (million) (PPP 2008  

dollars) 

(percent) (per 100  

people) 

World  6,538  5,360  83  21 

High-

income  
1,053 

  
21,350 

  
98 

  
59 

Upper-

middle-

income  

933 

  
6,090 

  
93 

  
22 

Lower-

middle-

income  

3,619 

  
1,770 

  
80 

  
11 

Low-

income  

933 

  
780 

  
16 

  
4 
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During those hours, much of media output reinforces consumer 

norms and promotes materialistic aspirations, whether directly by extol-

ling the high-consumption lives of celebrities and the wealthy or more 

subtly through stories that reinforce the belief that happiness comes 

from being better off financially, from buying the newest consumer 

gadget or fashion accessory, and so on. There is clear evidence that me-

dia exposure has an impact on norms, values, and preferences. Social 

modeling studies have found connections between such exposure and 

violence, smoking, reproductive norms, and various unhealthy behav-

iors. One study found that for every additional hour of television people 

watched each week, they spent an additional $208 a year on stuff (even 

though they had less time in a day to spend it)40. 

Government is another institution that often reinforces the con-

sumerist orientation. Promoting consumer behavior happens in myriad 

ways – perhaps most famously in 2001 when U.S. President George W. 

Bush, U.K. Prime Minister Tony Blair, and several other western leaders 

encouraged their citizens to go out and shop after the terrorist attacks of 

September 11th. But it also happens more systemically. Subsidies for 

particular industries – especially in the transportation and energy sec-

tors, where cheap oil or electricity has ripple effects throughout the 

economy – also work to stoke consumption. And to the extent that 

manufacturers are not required to internalize the environmental and 

social costs of production – when pollution of air or water is unregu-

lated, for example – the cost of goods is artificially low, stimulating their 

use. Between these subsidies and externalities, total support of polluting 

business interests was pegged at $1.9 trillion in 200141. 

Some of these government actions are driven by “regulatory cap-

ture,” when special interests wield undue influence over regulators. In 
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2008, that influence could be observed in the United States through the 

$3.9 billion spent on campaign donations by business interests (71 per-

cent of total contributions) and the $2.8 billion spent by business inter-

ests to lobby policymakers (86 percent of total lobbying dollars)42. 

A clear example of official stimulation of consumption came in the 

1940s when governments started to actively promote consumption as a 

vehicle for development. For example, the United States, which came out 

of World War II relatively unscathed, had mobilized a massive war-time 

economy – one that was poised to recede now that the war was over. In-

tentionally stimulating high levels of consumption was seen as a good so-

lution to address this (especially with the memory of the Great Depres-

sion still raw). As Victor Lebow explained in 1955, “our enormously pro-

ductive economy demands that we make consumption our way of life, 

that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that we seek our 

spiritual satisfactions, our ego satisfactions, in consumption.”43 

Today, this same attitude toward consumption has spread far be-

yond the United States and is the leading policy of many of the world’s 

governments. As the global economic recession accelerated in 2009, 

wealthy countries did not see this as an opportunity to shift to a sustain-

able “no-growth” economy – essential if they are to rein in carbon emis-

sions, which is also on the global agenda – but instead primed national 

economies with $2.8 trillion of new government stimulus packages, 

only a small percentage of which focused on green initiatives44. 

Finally, education plays a powerful role in cultivating consumer-

ism. As with governments, in part this is because education seems to be 

increasingly susceptible to business influence. Today schools accept 

classroom materials sponsored by business interests, like the “bias-

balanced” energy education materials by groups representing oil compa-
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nies in Canada. And Channel One News, a 12-minute daily “news” pro-

gram with 2 minutes of commercials and some segments sponsored by 

products or companies, is now shown in 8,000 middle and high schools 

across the United States, exposing 6 million students – nearly a quarter 

of all American teens – to marketing and product placements with the 

tacit support of educators45. 

Perhaps the greatest critique of schools is that they represent a 

huge missed opportunity to combat consumerism and to educate stu-

dents about its effects on people and the environment. Few schools 

teach media literacy to help students critically interpret marketing; few 

teach or model proper nutrition, even while providing access to un-

healthy or unsustainable consumer products; and few teach a basic un-

derstanding of the ecological sciences – specifically that the human spe-

cies is not unique but in fact just as dependent on a functioning Earth 

system for its survival as every other species. The lack of integration of 

this basic knowledge into the school curriculum, coupled with repeated 

exposure to consumer goods and advertising and with leisure time fo-

cused in large part on television, helps reinforce the unrealistic idea that 

humans are separate from Earth and the illusion that perpetual increases 

in consumption are ecologically possible and even valuable. 

 

Cultivating Cultures of Sustainability 

Considering the social and ecological costs that come with consumer-

ism, it makes sense to intentionally shift to a cultural paradigm where 

the norms, symbols, values, and traditions encourage just enough con-

sumption to satisfy human well-being while directing more human en-

ergy toward practices that help to restore planetary well-being.  
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In a 2006 interview, Catholic priest and ecological philosopher 

Thomas Berry noted that “we might summarize our present human 

situation by the simple statement: In the 20th century, the glory of the 

human has become the desolation of the Earth. And now, the desolation 

of the Earth is becoming the destiny of the human. From here on, the 

primary judgment of all human institutions, professions, and programs 

and activities will be determined by the extent to which they inhibit, 

ignore, or foster a mutually enhancing human-Earth relationship.” 

Berry made it clear that a tremendous shift is necessary in society’s in-

stitutions, in its very cultures, if humans are to thrive as a species long 

into the future. Institutions will have to be fundamentally oriented on 

sustainability46. 

How can this be done? In an analysis on places to intervene in a 

system, environmental scientist and systems analyst Donella Meadows 

explained that the most effective leverage point for changing a system is 

to change the paradigm of the system – that is to say, the shared ideas or 

basic assumptions around which the system functions. In the case of the 

consumerism paradigm, the assumptions that need to change include 

that more stuff makes people happier, that perpetual growth is good, 

that humans are separate from nature, and that nature is a stock of re-

sources to be exploited for human purposes47. 

Although paradigms are difficult to change and societies will resist 

efforts to do so, the result of such a change can be a dramatic transfor-

mation of the system. Yes, altering a system’s rules (with legislation, for 

instance) or its flow rates (with taxes or subsidies) can change a system 

too, but not as fundamentally. These will typically produce only incre-

mental changes. Today more systemic change is needed48. 
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Cultural systems vary widely, as noted earlier, and so too would 

sustainable cultures. Some may use norms, taboos, rituals, and other so-

cial tools to reinforce sustainable life choices; others may lean more on 

institutions, laws, and technologies. But regardless of which tools are 

used, and the specific result, there would be common themes across sus-

tainable cultures. Just as a consumerism paradigm encourages people to 

define their well-being through their consumption patterns, a sustain-

ability paradigm would work to find an alternative set of aspirations and 

reinforce this through cultural institutions and drivers. 

Ecological restoration would be a leading theme. It should become 

“natural” to find value and meaning in life through how much a person 

helps restore the planet rather than how much that individual earns, 

how large a home is, or how many gadgets someone has.  

Equity would also be a strong theme. As it is the richest who have 

some of the largest ecological impacts, and the very poorest who often 

by necessity are forced into unsustainable behaviors like deforestation 

in a search for fuel wood, more equitable distribution of resources 

within society could help to curb some of the worst ecological impacts. 

Recent research also shows that societies that are more equitable have 

less violence, better health, higher literacy levels, lower incarceration 

rates, less obesity, and lower levels of teen pregnancy – all substantial 

bonus dividends that would come with cultivating this value49. 

More concretely, the role of consumption and the acceptability of 

different types of consumption could be altered culturally as well. 

Again, while the exact vision of this will vary across cultural systems, 

three simple goals should hold true universally. First, consumption that 

actively undermines well-being needs to be actively discouraged. The 

examples in this category are many: consuming excessive processed and 
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junk foods, tobacco use, disposable goods, and giant houses that lead to 

sprawl and car dependency and to such social ills as obesity, social isola-

tion, long commutes, and increased resource use. Through strategies 

such as government regulation of choices available to consumers, social 

pressures, education, and social marketing, certain behaviors and con-

sumption choices can be made taboo. At the same time, creating easy 

access to healthier alternatives is important – such as offering afford-

able, easily accessible fruits and vegetables to replace unhealthy foods50. 

Second, it will be important to replace the private consumption of 

goods with public consumption, the consumption of services, or even 

minimal or no consumption when possible. By increasing support of pub-

lic parks, libraries, transit systems, and community gardens, much of the 

unsustainable consumption choices today could be replaced by sustain-

able alternatives – from borrowing books and traveling by bus instead of 

by car to growing food in shared gardens and spending time in parks.  

The clearest example of this is transportation. Reorganizing infra-

structure to support walkable neighborhoods and public transit could 

lead to a dramatic reduction in road transportation – which pollutes lo-

cally, contributes about 17 percent to total greenhouse gas emissions, 

and leads to 1.3 million deaths from accidents each year. The centrality 

of cars is a cultural norm, not a natural fact – cultivated over decades by 

car interests. But this can once again be redirected, extracting cars from 

cities, as Masdar in Abu Dhabi, Curitiba in Brazil, Perth in Australia, 

and Hasselt in Belgium have already started to demonstrate. For exam-

ple, the Hasselt city council, facing rapid growth in car usage and 

budget shortfalls, decided in the mid-1990s to bolster the city’s public 

transit system and make it free for all residents instead of building an-

other expensive ring road. In the 10 years since then, bus ridership has 
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jumped 10-fold, while traffic has lessened and city revenues have in-

creased from an enlivened city center51. 

Third, goods that do remain necessary should be designed to last a 

long time and be “cradle to cradle” – that is, products need to eliminate 

waste, use renewable resources, and be completely recyclable at the end 

of their useful lives. As Charles Moore, who has followed the routes of 

plastic waste through oceans, explains, “Only we humans make waste 

that nature can’t digest,” a practice that will have to stop. The cultiva-

tion of both psychological and physical obsolescence will need to be dis-

couraged so that, for example, a computer will stay functional, upgrad-

able, and fashionable for a decade rather than a year. Rather than gain-

ing praise from friends for owning the newest phone or camera, having 

an “old faithful” that has lasted a dozen years will be celebrated52. 

Having a vision of what values, norms, and behaviors should be 

seen as natural will be essential in guiding the reorientation of cultures 

toward sustainability. Of course, this cultural transformation will not be 

easy. Shifting cultural systems is a long process measured in decades, not 

years. Even consumerism, with sophisticated technological advances 

and many devoted resources, took centuries to become dominant. The 

shift to a culture of sustainability will depend on powerful networks of 

cultural pioneers who initiate, champion, and drive forward this new, 

urgently needed paradigm (See Box 2)53.  
As the spread of consumerism also demonstrates, leading cultural 

institutions can be harnessed by specific actors and can play a central 

role in redirecting cultural norms – whether government, the media, or 

education. 
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Source: See endnote 53 

Box 2 
The Essential Role of Cultural Pioneers 

Considering that consumerism is such a powerful force and that the majority of 
resources and wealth are still overwhelmingly being used to stimulate it, how realis-
tic is it to think that the pattern can shift? James Davison Hunter’s analysis of how 
cultures change is instructive. As Hunter, the Director of the Institute for Advanced 
Studies in Culture at the University of Virginia, explains, cultural change can best be 
understood not through the Great Man approach (whereby heroic individuals redi-
rect the course of history), but through the Great Network approach. “The key actor 
in history is not individual genius but rather the network.” 

When networks come together, they can change history. But not always. Change 
depends on “overlapping networks of leaders” of similar orientation and with com-
plementary resources (whether cultural clout, money, political power, or other as-
sets) acting “in common purpose.” Networks can spread many ideas, whether con-
sumption patterns, habits, political views, or even a new cultural paradigm. 

But as Hunter notes, as culture is driven by institutions, success will depend on 
pulling ideas of sustainability into the center of these institutions, not allowing them 
to remain on the periphery. This means that as individuals internalize new norms 
and values personally, they also need to actively spread these ideas along their net-
works. They need to bring these ideas directly to the center of leading human insti-
tutions – spreading them through all available vehicles – so that others adopt this 
orientation and use their own leadership capacities to spread it even further. Like 
brand agents who now volunteer to surreptitiously promote the newest consumer 
product, individuals who recognize the dangerous ecological and social disruptions 
arising from unsustainable consumerism need to mobilize their networks to help 
spread a new paradigm. These networks, tapping whatever resources they have – 
financial, cultural, political, or familial – will play essential roles in pioneering a new 
cultural orientation. 

The story of the documentary The Age of Stupid illustrates this point. The film-
makers raised funds from small investments by friends and supporters, and they mar-
keted the film and organized 600 showings in over 60 countries by tapping into a 
global network of concerned individuals. They then channeled the momentum of 
the film to build a climate change campaign. This campaign, 10:10, encourages peo-
ple to commit to reduce their carbon emissions by 10 percent in 2010 and to mobi-
lize policymakers to do the same. By October 2009, some 900 businesses, 220 
schools, 330 organizations, and 21,000 individuals had signed the 10:10 pledge. 

And if all these networks of pioneers fail? As scientist James Lovelock notes, 
“Civilization in its present form hasn’t got long.” Consumerism – due to its ecological 
impossibility – cannot continue much longer. The more seeds sown by cultural pio-
neers now, the higher the probability that the political, social, and cultural vacuum 
created by the decline of consumerism will be filled with ideas of sustainability as 
opposed to other less humanistic ideologies.   
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The good news is that this process has already started, as discussed 

in the 25 articles that follow this chapter. Significant efforts are being 

undertaken to redirect societies’ cultural orientation by harnessing six 

powerful institutions: education, business, government, and the media, 

which have played such powerful roles in driving consumerism, plus 

social movements and sustainable traditions, both old and new. 

In the realm of education, there are early signs that every aspect is 

being transformed – from preschool to the university, from the museum 

to the school lunch menu. The very act of walking to and from school is 

being used to teach children to live sustainably, as “walking buses” in 

Italy, New Zealand, and elsewhere demonstrate. In Lecco, Italy, for ex-

ample, 450 elementary school students walk with a “driver” and volun-

teering parents along 17 routes to 10 different schools each day. There 

are no school buses in the city. Since their creation in 2003, these 

“piedibuses” have prevented over 160,000 kilometers of driving and 

thus have reduced carbon emissions and other auto pollutants. Along 

with reducing the ecological impact of children’s commutes, the piedi-

buses teach road safety (in a supervised setting), provide exercise, and 

help children connect with nature on the way to school54 . 

The basic role of business is also starting to be readdressed. Social 

enterprises are challenging the assumption that profit is the primary or 

even sole purpose of business. More businesses – from the Grameen 

Bank in Bangladesh to a restaurant chain in Thailand called Cabbages 

and Condoms – are putting their social missions front and center, help-

ing people while being financially successful as well. New corporate 

charters – like the B Corporation (the B stands for Benefit) – are even 

being designed to ensure that businesses over time are legally bound to 

consider the wellbeing of Earth, workers, customers, and other stake-

holders as they make business decisions55. 



E.Assadourian  «21st CENTURY», № 2 (12), 2012 

36 

In government, some innovative shifts are taking place. A long-

standing government role known as “choice editing,” in which govern-

ments encourage good choices while discouraging bad ones, is being 

harnessed to reinforce sustainable choices – everything from question-

ing perverse subsidies to outright bans of unsustainable technologies 

like the incandescent light bulb. And more than that, entire ideas are 

being reassessed, from security to law. New concepts like Earth juris-

prudence, in which the Earth community has fundamental rights that 

human laws must incorporate, are starting to take hold. In September 

2008, Ecuador even incorporated this into its new constitution, declar-

ing that “Nature or Mother Earth, where life is reproduced and exists, 

has the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles, 

structures, functions and its evolutionary processes” and that “every 

person, community, and nation will be able to demand the recognition 

of nature’s rights before public institutions.”56 

Film, the arts, music, and other forms of media are all starting to 

draw more attention to sustainability. Even a segment of the marketing 

community is mobilizing to use the knowledge of the industry to per-

suade people to live sustainably. These “social marketers” are creating 

ads, videos for the Internet, and campaigns to drive awareness about is-

sues as diverse as the dangers of smoking, the importance of family 

planning, and the problems associated with factory farming. One social 

marketing campaign by Free Range Studios, The Meatrix, spoofed the 

global blockbuster movie The Matrix by following a group of farm ani-

mals as they rebel against factory farms and the ecological and social ills 

these operations cause. This generally unpalatable message, treated in a 

humorous way, spread virally across the Internet. It has reached an esti-

mated 20 million viewers to date while costing only $50,000, a tiny 
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fraction of what a 30-second TV ad would have cost to reach an audi-

ence of the same size57. 

A host of social movements are starting to form that directly or 

indirectly tackle issues of sustainability. Hundreds of thousands of or-

ganizations are working, often quietly on their own and unknown to 

each other, on the many essential aspects of building sustainable cul-

tures – such as social and environmental justice, corporate responsibil-

ity, restoration of ecosystems, and government reform. “This unnamed 

movement is the most diverse movement the world has ever seen,” ex-

plains environmentalist Paul Hawken. “The very word movement I 

think is too small to describe it.” Together these have the power to redi-

rect the momentum of consumerism and provide a vision of a sustain-

able future that appeals to everyone. Efforts to promote working less 

and living more simply, the Slow Food movement, Transition Towns, 

and ecovillages are all inspiring and empowering people to redirect both 

their own lives and broader society toward sustainability58 . 

Finally, cultural traditions are starting to be reoriented toward 

sustainability. New ecofriendly ways to celebrate rituals are being estab-

lished, for instance, and are becoming socially acceptable. Family size 

norms are starting to shift. Lost traditions like the wise guidance of eld-

ers are being rediscovered and used to support the shift to sustainability. 

And religious organizations are starting to use their mighty influence to 

tackle environmental issues – printing Green Bibles, encouraging their 

congregations to conserve energy, investing institution funds responsi-

bly, and taking a stance against abuses of Creation, such as razing forests 

and blowing up mountaintops for coal59. 

Perhaps in a century or two, extensive efforts to pioneer a new 

cultural orientation will no longer be needed as people will have inter-
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nalized many of these new ideas, seeing sustainability – rather than 

consumerism – as “natural.” Until then, networks of cultural pioneers 

will be needed to push institutions to proactively and intentionally ac-

celerate this shift. Anthropologist Margaret Mead is often quoted as say-

ing: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens 

can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.” With 

many interconnected citizens energized, organized, and committed to 

spreading a sustainable way of life, a new cultural paradigm can take 

hold – one that will allow humanity to live better lives today and long 

into the future60. 

March, 2012. 
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