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Abstract 

 
This thesis begins with the simple observation that the term ‘green consumption’ would 
have appeared, at the very least, oxymoronic to those concerned with environmental 
issues some thirty years ago. Yet now it is a commonplace aspect of popular, academic 
and policy discourse in the global north. In recognizing the diversity of products and 
services that fall under the rubric of ‘green consumption,’ this project situates it as a form 
of discursive positioning and a potential set of a practices that indicate a ‘friendly’ or 
benign association between consumption and the environment. The thesis has three 
components. Firstly, it reviews the literature on consumer culture and environmentalism, 
highlighting relevant thematic debates concerning the critique of consumer culture and its 
potential effects upon the environment. Secondly, the thesis constructs a post-Foucauldian 
‘analytics of green consumption’ in order to understand such a radical shift in 
representations of consumption and environmental thinking. Thirdly, the thesis employs 
this analytics to examine two dominant ‘environmentalities’ or programmes of green 
consumption – Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint – wherein the advanced liberal 
rhetorics of ‘choice,’ ‘freedom’ and ‘responsibility’ are found to operate in different 
ways. Drawing upon the work of Rose (1999), Barry et al. (1996) and others, the thesis 
shows how these ‘informational’ techniques are predicated upon and reproduce specific 
conceptions of consumer behaviour, encouraging the formation of ‘green consumer-
subjects.’ It is argued that the terrain of consumption has become the primary locus where 
political, social, economic and cultural elements overlap to shape the decisions of 
consumers. The field of consumption is being restructured around lifestyle choice-driven 
models of responsible subjectivity, with consumption becoming the key means for 
shaping the conduct of individual citizens. The thesis goes on to argue that such a market-
based approach to engendering green consumption is problematic in terms of its 
conception of how consumer choice and freedom are constrained, raising difficult issues 
for policy efforts in this area. The thesis also points toward the limits of post-Foucauldian 
analyses of green consumption, especially the impossibility of knowing whether, and for 
what reasons, practices of green consumption are taken up by consumers.           
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

This thesis begins with the simple observation that the term ‘green consumption’ 

would have appeared, at the very least, oxymoronic to those concerned with 

environmental issues some thirty years ago. Yet now it is a commonplace aspect of 

popular, academic and policy discourse in European and North American societies. In the 

1980s, we find concerns for the environment beginning to make an appearance in 

commodity markets and on consumable products and services in Europe and North 

America. For example, in 1989 the French company, Peaudouce, began advertising a new 

line of nappies that were made from non chlorine-bleached materials and placed the 

caption ‘eau-zone friendly’ on its products (Yearley, 1991: 3). This campaign reflects 

early attempts at linking environmental problems caused by chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) 

in aerosols with consumer decision-making power. Furthermore, Yearley (1991) points 

out Peaudouce was not alone in this endeavor and that slogans such as ‘ozone friendly,’ 

‘environmentally friendly,’ ‘friendly to wildlife,’ and ‘natural’ began appearing on an 

array of products including yoghurts, deodorants, sugars, cosmetics and even paints 

(Yearley, 1991: 4). This new category of consumable product marked a shift in the 

environmental movement, as environmental concerns were being translated into mass 

produced and mass marketed green products. Indeed, Yearley (1991) describes the 

beginning of the green consumer movement as resting on “the idea that ordinary people 

can affect the environment through their purchasing decisions” and that “people who 

might not necessarily join a pressure group or the Green Party can participate in the green 

wave” (Yearley, 1991: 98). This argument made by Yearley (1991) succinctly captures 

the research topic at hand. 
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Upon initial reflection, green consumption is rather remarkable in that it has 

flourished in so many spheres of everyday life. The scope of green consumption extends 

through a vast array of goods and locations making the possibility for green consumption 

increasingly accessible as well as commonplace. Not only has green consumption spread 

through a variety of product categories and services, but we also find multiple green 

options within one product type. Consider the purchase of a light bulb. The variety of 

options available is simply astounding as there are multiple shapes and sizes, quantities, 

 

prices and types. Not only do the sizes, shapes, quantity and cost vary, but the consumer 

also has to decide whether they want ‘warm white,’ ‘soft white,’ ‘day light,’ ‘bright 

white’ as well as choose between halogen, compact fluorescent, or incandescent. 

Furthermore, many of the light bulbs are also labeled ‘super saver,’ ‘energy efficient,’ and 
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‘green.’ Deciphering these terms adds to the complexities of consumption and also 

contextualizes the terrain of green consumption as a practice and concept that is unstable 

and contested. Making green consumer choices is not simply a matter of evaluating and 

deciding between one green option and one non-green option. Instead, green and non-

green products are intermixed and compete through price, design, utility and 

environmental status.  

The focus of my study is ‘green consumption’ and the aim of my thesis is to shed 

light on conditions framing the now popular terrain of green consumption by employing 

the theoretical lens of governmentality. This thesis considers green consumption to be a 

potential practice (undertaken by producers and consumers) and a form of discursive 

positioning that denotes an environmentally benign association with consumable goods 

and services. At the centre of my research rest the exploratory questions: how has such a 

discursive positioning come about, what are its characteristics, and what implications 

might be drawn for policy thinking in this area? To investigate this question, my thesis 

entails an exploration of the scholarly literature about consumption, environmentalism 

and governmentality in order to conduct my analysis wherein ‘green consumption’ is 

argued to have become a key discursive and technical component of advanced liberal 

modes of government predicated upon specific conceptions of ‘choice,’ ‘freedom’ and 

‘responsibility.’  

Throughout this project I argue that amongst the many factors shaping cultures of 

consumption, a new category of consumable product has emerged in the past three 

decades which has enabled a new type of consuming subject to emerge. This new subject 

is one who approaches consumption as a mode of relating to ‘the environment.’ 

Undoubtedly, an approach to consumption that reflects a concern or care for the 
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environment is not new. Indeed, my discussion of discourses of sustainability and ecology 

in the first chapter demonstrates that our consumption of natural resources has been 

problematized for quite some time. However, what is new is the mass production and 

diversity of goods that have come to occupy the status of ‘environmentally friendly’ and 

an increase in locations where these goods are available. Whether shopping for a book at 

your local Chapters or Indigo stores, buying vegetables or bathroom tissue at the 

supermarket, shopping for clothes, cars or even electricity for your home, a ‘green’ option 

is available.  

By employing Foucault’s theory of governmentality, I situate green consumption 

as a field of action, or terrain, wherein naturalized modes of production and consumption 

work to establish and define the category of ‘green consumption.’ I argue this happens in 

a variety of ways, and look at two specific examples of how this occurs. My analysis in 

chapter four looks specifically at the practices of Eco Labelling and the Ecological 

Footprint to demonstrate how the practice of green consumption is brought into being by 

programmes that distinguish ‘green’ from ‘ordinary.’ Accordingly, green consumption is 

discussed as a terrain that requires maintenance and stabilization in order for the category 

to exist and have meaning. Thus, I approach the study of green consumption from the 

perspective outlined by Rose (1999) who argues that dimensions of our history 

demonstrate how various endeavours to shape, guide and direct the conduct of others 

have occurred through “more or less rationalized schemes, programmes, techniques and 

devices which seek to shape conduct so as to achieve certain ends” (Rose, 1999: 3). My 

analysis suggests that Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint rest on techniques of 

advanced liberal government wherein choice and freedom frame the terrain and produce 

opportunities for participating in green consumption. Primarily, information is employed 
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in both programmes as a means to guide consumers, which in turn works to situate 

consumers in the role of rational, self-reflexive agents who are interested in adopting 

green practices and lifestyles. Finally, this leads me to argue that programmes of green 

consumption encourages a particular type of subject to emerge; the self-governing 

entrepreneurial consumer subject who is environmentally responsible in their choices of 

consumption.   

Overall, this thesis suggests that the terrain of green consumption is composed of 

elements that operate to individualize a collective problem. Although this is not a new 

observation, as critics of neo-liberal and advanced liberal discourses have argue that 

rhetorics of choice, freedom and responsibility have individualizing effects in everything 

from government policy to public services such, as health care and social assistance (see 

for example Malpass et al., 2007). Indeed, my thesis contributes to these criticisms by 

examining these rhetorics from an environmental and consumer culture standpoint. 

Although it would seem appropriate to find the concepts of choice and freedom in a study 

on consumption as these ideas are often linked with the concept of the consumer and the 

market, I argue that this taken-for-granted association has allowed a shift to occur in how 

environmental degradation is approached. As consumers become increasingly expected to 

construct their lives through the exercise of practical choice, the environment has become 

yet another aspect of responsible choice making – along with healthcare, education and 

others – and wherein the sphere of consumption has become the naturalized location for 

addressing global warming. Furthermore, this thesis also draws out the limitations of such 

an approach by critically engaging the concepts of ‘consumer’ and ‘green’ and points to 

the difficult question of how the environmental movement can address climate change in 

an era of advanced liberal government? 
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Thesis Map   
 

The project at hand entails a critical assessment of several theoretical perspectives 

in order to understand how we might approach ‘green consumption.’ In effect, this project 

investigates a concept that draws from two substantial areas, consumption and 

environmentalism. For this reason, I dedicate chapter two to an appraisal of perspectives 

and debates shaping the study of consumer culture as well as environmentalism. The first 

half of chapter two covers the literature pertaining to the study of consumer culture. This 

section is divided into a discussion of four substantive areas of work and overall situates 

green consumption in the broader context of consumer culture. This serves to emphasize 

that consumption is significantly interconnected with political, cultural, social and 

economic conditions. 

The second half of chapter two explores the environmental movement and three 

philosophies of environmentalism; sustainability, ecology and the social problems 

perspective, to demonstrate the variation in perspectives and approaches found within the 

umbrella term environmentalism. My review of environmentalism thus provides context 

to the study of green consumption by demonstrating the richness and prominence of 

environmental thought and the diversity in perspectives occupying this area of study. 

The theoretical perspective employed in this thesis, governmentality, is explained 

in chapter three, where I provide an introduction to the work of Michel Foucault (1991) 

and an exploration of his theory of governmentality. This chapter includes the section, 

‘Governmentality,’ in which I explain the theory as the study of the ‘conduct of conduct.’ 

Indeed, this section explains that studies of governmentality understand government to 

“involve some sort of attempt to deliberate on and to direct human conduct. From the 
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perspective of those who seek to govern, human conduct is conceived as something that 

can be regulated, controlled, shaped and turned to specific ends” (Dean, 1999: 11). I 

subsequently explore ‘Advanced Liberalism’ as an approach of government and introduce 

the concepts of choice, freedom and responsibility as techniques for guiding and shaping 

conduct.  

Lastly, chapter four draws upon key aspects of the governmentality literature to 

illuminate two specific aspects of green consumption, both of which raise important 

issues for further research and policy initiatives in this area. I examine two programmes 

of green consumption, Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint tool, through the lens 

of governmentality and argue that green consumption is subject to attempts to regulate, 

control and shape conduct in particular directions. Overall, the two examples in chapter 

four work to identify the various ways in which techniques of advanced liberal 

government come into play in green consumption and argues that they are able to shape 

the terrain by conceptualizing consumers as self-reflexive agents. 
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Chapter Two: Consumer Culture and Environmentalism 
 

 

Introduction 
 

This chapter asks the questions ‘which consumption’ and ‘which green’? In order 

to do this I will critically examine important theoretical debates and discussions within 

the domains of consumer culture and environmentalism. An understanding of these two 

areas of thought is important because green consumption, as a discursive construct and a 

practice, embodies a complex convergence of various ideas about what is ‘green’ and 

what ‘consumption’ means and entails. The merging of the terms ‘consumption’ and 

‘green’ therefore requires an in-depth discussion as to the contested nature of this 

terminology.  

My discussions of the literature on consumer culture are organized around four 

key thematic debates in research to provide an understanding of the various ways in 

which this field has been theorized and debated. The four areas are: debates over the 

characteristics of ‘consumer culture;’ sociohistorical debates about production- and 

consumption-led demand; ethical debates about the nature and effects of consumer 

culture; and, the conceptualization of consumers as either ‘heroes’ or ‘dupes.’ The 

discussion of debates within the terrain of consumer culture serves to illuminate many 

competing voices and perspectives. By drawing on several prominent theorists, including 

Sassatelli, 2007; Featherstone, 2007; Lury, 1996; Miller, 2001; Bauman, 2007; and Slater, 
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1997, I add detail to several perspectives that are important for the study of green 

consumption as well as the study of consumer culture in general.  

Following this, I enter into a discussion of the main areas of thought associated 

with ‘environmentalism’: the philosophy of sustainability; ecology; and the social 

problems perspective. The philosophies of sustainability and ecology remain particularly 

influential perspectives within the contemporary environmental movement. As I will 

demonstrate, the philosophy of sustainability has become dominant with regards to 

specific efforts to shape consumer conduct. The social problems perspective provides 

insight on how the environment has come to be understood as an objective social 

problem. Drawing on Yearley (1991), three organizations are discussed as examples of 

how the environment came to be understood as an entity in danger of depletion. The 

mapping of environmental perspectives provides an important theoretical foundation for 

this study because my analysis problematizes green consumption as a taken for granted 

practice, yet this practice draws significantly from this body of thought. 

 

What is Consumer Culture?   
  

The study of consumer culture is diverse in terms of perspectives and focus (cf. 

Dunn 2008; Featherstone 2007; Schor and Holt 2000; Slater 1997). In what follows it will 

become clear that attempting to describe consumption or consumers in ideal typical terms 

is challenging, as the terrain of consumption is heterogeneous and often understood in 

normative rather than analytic, cultural or historical terms. In a recent publication, 

Sassatelli (2007), elaborates on this point, and at the same time, offers insight into how 

we can understand the Euro- North American culture of consumption: 
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It is extremely difficult to describe consumers, all consumers, as a homogenous 
‘mass’ enthralled by the strategies of publicity. It may be true that in 
contemporary Western societies we are all consumers, but it is also true that we all 
consume in different ways. When we operate as consumers we deploy cognitive 
and normative frameworks which we have developed throughout our lives, 
starting from the particular position we occupy in the social structure, negotiating 
with a variety of roles which are not reducible to our experiences as consumers. 
Our identity as consumer interacts, as it were, with other social identities and 
relations (84). 
 

 

This explanation is useful for it situates consumer culture as a space for negotiation and at 

the same time urges us not to over simplify assumptions about a potentially complex set 

of relations. To elaborate upon this point, I will further explore the debates about the 

historical genesis of present consumer culture and begin to discuss its dominant 

characteristics.  

 In trying to piece together the remnants of prior material cultures, anthropologists 

suggest that people have been using material possessions in a way that reflects a ‘culture 

of consumption’ for a long period of time (Sassatelli, 2007; Lury 1996). However, the 

root of our contemporary culture of consumption is often argued to have developed with 

the rise of capitalism. The terms ‘consumer society’ or ‘consumer culture’ were 

introduced after the Second World War by authors such as Herbert Marcuse, J K 

Galbraith, and Jean Baudrillard and who often used the terms in a tone of regret or 

condemnation (Sassatelli, 2007: 2). These critiques often served to characterize (as well 

as stigmatize) consumption as an “uncontrolled passion for material things” as well as “a 

continuous and unremitting search for new, fashionable but superfluous things” that 

caused discontent and disengagement in people (Sassatelli, 2007: 2).  

According to Sassatelli (2007), our contemporary consumer culture developed in 

17th century England and Holland (2007: 5). This was a period when goods became 
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relatively standardized and began to grow in variety due to colonization and the mass 

distribution of goods around the world. Staples such as sugar, coffee, tea and tobacco 

became popular and highly sought after in the 18th century and techniques of promotion 

and advertising began to shape the world of consumer goods (Sassatelli, 2007: 5). During 

this time, a process of commoditization was developed. This entails the transformation of 

a previously singular good or service into a thing that is then exchangeable on the market 

for a fixed price (Sassatelli, 2007: 4). Although this process emphasizes the 

transformation of goods as well as services, it also demarcates a shift in the ways people 

could relate to goods. The monetary exchange for goods, it is argued, began to 

depersonalize items, which in turn, allowed consumers to imbue social and cultural 

meanings on to objects, a process referred to as de-commoditization. The complexity 

arising from these processes leads Sassatelli (2007) to observe that “consumption is best 

considered as a complex economic, social and cultural set of practices, interconnected 

with all of the most important phenomena which have come to make up contemporary 

Western Society…” (Sassatelli, 2007: 5 – 6).  

Drawing from anthropological perspectives on consumption, Celia Lury (1996) 

suggests consumer culture in Euro- North American societies can be best understood as a 

specific form of ‘material culture.’ She argues this because “it implies that the material 

and the cultural are always combined in specific relationship and that these relationships 

can be subject to study” (Lury, 1996: 1). These relationships are exemplified in 

exchanges such as rituals wherein goods can act as markers or performers of social 

identity (see also Douglas and Isherwood, 1979). Furthermore, she argues for this 

conceptualization because it shifts our attention away from a simplistic idea of 

consumption, which generally implies ‘using up’ or to ‘use,’ and towards a more complex 
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understanding of our relationship to things. From this perspective, material culture 

positions the consumer as “an owner, not only of accumulated property and goods, but 

also of his or her self” (Lury, 1996: 8). Thus, from Lury’s (1996) argument we can begin 

to see that the terms consumer and consumer culture carry a deeper meaning about our 

relation to not only goods and services, but also for our self and to one another. This 

argument provides an understanding of how goods work to help create identities. Thus, 

for green consumption, we can understand how green products and services can be used 

to create a green identity, lifestyle or subjectivity. Green consumption is therefore 

understood as a resource, rather than a passive collection of items1. 

 From a post-postmodern perspective, Bauman (2007) argues that within our 

contemporary society of consumers, we have become commodities ourselves. He states 

that our desire to consume goods has led people to “promote an attractive and desirable 

commodity, and so to try as hard as they can, and using the best means at their disposal, to 

enhance the market value of the goods they sell. And the commodity they are prompted to 

put on the market, promote and sell are themselves” (Bauman, 2007: 6; original 

emphasis). Thus, Bauman (2007) presents an image of consumer culture as one that urges 

forward the commodification of everything, including our selves through our labour 

power. Bauman’s (2007) largely pessimistic argument fails to acknowledge the various 

instances when commodification does not occur, such as unpaid housework and 

childcare. Indeed, “looking into the household as a site of consumption, we may clearly 

see that what is often classified as just consumption in fact hides forms of unpaid work 

                                                 
1 A recent article by Connolly and Prothero (2008) examines the ways in which green products and 
practices are used to maintain a green self-identity. The authors argue that the participants they interviewed 
expressed “that green is a fundamental part of who they are, how they think and feel, and ultimately affects 
how they consume” (Connolly and Prothero, 2008: 123, original emphasis). 
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which bear out a web of social inequalities” (Sassatelli, 2007: 85). Sassatelli (2007) 

provides a pungent critique of what she sees to be the pessimism of postmodernism. She 

argues that this line of reasoning tends to “emphasize the central role taken by consumer 

culture and the symbolic dimension of goods; in fact they emphasize that the distinction 

between material and symbolic [is] so blurred that actors can hardly orientate themselves 

genuinely in the world” (Sassatelli, 2007: 82).  

Sassatelli (2007) is thus critical of the postmodern perspectives presented by 

Bauman and Baudrillard because of their tendency to view consumption and consumer 

culture as omnipresent and inescapable. Baudrillard (1998) pursues a semiotic-

structuralist approach and argues “the value of an object is bound to its meanings, so there 

is no pure, material or natural use value” (Baudrillard, 1998: 43). Both Baudrillard (1998) 

and Bauman (2007) present the culture of consumption as a system of relations in which 

the individual is no longer a social actor making meaningful decisions. Such thinking has 

been subject to much recent critique, with Sassatelli (2007) stating that “the abstraction of 

the symbolic dimension of goods from social interaction which leads to a hyper-real 

system of object-signs is the fruit of postmodern theorizing which polemically and 

arbitrarily obscured the different forms of relationship implicit in the practices of 

consumption” (Sassatelli, 2007: 84). In other words, a reductionist analysis of consumer 

culture denies the social and cultural importance of consumption as dimensions of 

everyday life, as well as the ability for consumers to interpret and negotiate the symbolic 

meaning which exists in the world of consumer goods. 

 Following a similar line of thought to Sassatelli (2007) and Lury (1996), Slater’s 

(1997) sociological approach emphasizes the cultural significance of consumption. He 
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maintains that “consumer culture is in important respects the culture of the modern west – 

certainly central to the meaningful practice of everyday life in the modern world; and it is 

more generally bound up with central values, practices and institutions which define 

western modernity, such as choice, individualism and market relations” (Slater, 1997: 8, 

original emphasis). Slater (1997) contests the postmodern perspective of consumer 

culture because he argues that our contemporary culture of consumption is inextricably 

bound to modernity. He states that this has happened in two ways: first, that practices of 

consumption originated in institutions and infrastructures of the early modern period (the 

eighteenth century); and second, that consumer culture is imbedded with the idea of 

modernity which purports ideas of individual freedom and rationality (Slater, 1997: 9). 

Thus, Slater (1997) presents an alluring contextualization of consumer culture from a 

modernist perspective, one which will be returned to in the section below on the 

construction of consumer sovereignty. Furthermore, his study of consumer culture 

exemplifies the centrality of consumption in our Euro- North American societies: 

the way in which relations of production and relations of consumption mediate 
each other, place consumption at the heart of questions about what kind of society 
we are: how is access to objects of consumption regulated: what is the logic that 
determines the nature of the goods provided to the everyday world; how are our 
notions of needs, identity, ways of life defined or identified or mediated? (Slater, 
1997: 4). 
 
 

For Slater (1997), the organization of consumption in our everyday lives reflects a 

process that is more significant than simply exchanging money for goods through the 

market; it reflects a process of cultural reproduction. This perspective is valuable for the 

study of green consumption because it emphasizes the role of consumption for producing 

opportunities and choices while at the same time questioning the capacity of the market 

alone to guide and direct consumers. Furthermore, Slater (1997) argues that through the 
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consumption of goods, “we construct social identities and relations out of social resources 

with which we engage as skilled social agents” (Slater, 1997: 4). Of course, constructing 

social identities is never a straightforward and unambiguous process; it involves a 

continuous process of reflection, negotiation, rejection and endorsement. Indeed, Slater’s 

(1997) perspective demonstrates that consumption is a social process of cultural 

reproduction that is situated within structures and institutions which govern, and allow us 

to govern our selves, in a productive manner.  

 

Consumption vs. Production 
 

 A key debate in the literature is, put simply, whether the growth of consumer 

culture in the west can be explained by ‘productivist’ or ‘consumerist’ accounts: that 

consumption is driven by changes in production or vice versa. Lury (1996) argues that the 

production led perspective “sees the increase in demand as a response to changes in 

production, while the [consumption led perspective] identifies independent causes for the 

growth in demand” (Lury, 1996: 36). These two competing arguments will be reviewed in 

turn as well as a third perspective which suggests that understanding the terrain of 

consumption as fueled by either production or consumption misses the ‘life cycle of 

consumer goods.’ Rather, it is argued that both perspectives offer insight into the logic of 

consumer culture including the insight that production often does not end with 

consumption. 

Drawing on the work of Marx (1978), Lury (1996) argues that the transformation 

of goods into commodities is a contributing factor to the rise of contemporary consumer 

culture (1996: 40). From this perspective, consumer culture is driven by “the capitalist 
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search for profit” which has led “to the production of an ever-expanding range of 

products which can only be sold as a result of increasing control over the manipulation of 

the consumer” (Lury, 1996: 42). Thus, this perspective maintains that the rise and 

expansion of consumer culture is not only due to the market’s insatiable drive to produce 

more and accumulate more capital, but it is also driven by its ability to create wants and 

desires for these products. Marx referred to the ‘fetishism of commodities’ as a process 

where the commoditization, marketing and advertising of goods detaches products from 

the alienating process of production. Indeed, Lury (1996) writes that “through packaging, 

promotion and advertising, goods are said to be fitted with masks expressly designed to 

manipulate the possible relations between things on the one hand and human wants, needs 

and emotions on the other” (1996: 42). Furthermore, the production-led perspective leans 

on a particular perception of the role of advertisements, which are believed to shape the 

decisions of consumers. For instance, “advertising in particular is said to be able to 

exploit [the] freedom to attach images of romance, exotica, fulfillment, or the good life to 

mundane consumer goods such as soap, washing machines, cars and alcoholic drinks” 

(Lury, 1996: 42). Thus, this perspective is highly dependent on the assumption that 

consumers are regularly duped by marketing and packaging strategies as well as a desire 

to consume goods at the rate that they are being produced. 

The earlier work of Bauman (1987) provides a sympathetic critique of this 

position by pointing to a class analysis to demonstrate that consumption is constrained. 

For Bauman (1987), class is a significant factor which determines the extent to which 

people can not only participate in consumption, but what he refers to as being seduced or 

repressed. Thus for Bauman (1987), the seduced “are free to make decisions in the market 

arena and are incorporated into consumer culture […] and the repressed are those who, 
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lacking economic and cultural resources, are excluded from the market – they are not full 

members of the club of consumers…” (in Lury, 1996: 43). In this case, society is divided 

between those who are able to act upon the seduction of the market and those who are 

repressed by their inability to engage the seduction. It should be noted that Bauman 

reinforces the production-led argument by basing his two categories of consumers in a 

world that is driven by production.  

To summarize the perspective that consumer culture is driven by production, Lury 

provides a concise synopsis: 

producer-led explanations assume the importance of the organization of 
appropriation in relation to the capitalist and/or domestic mode(s) of production, 
and establish a largely one-way relationship between production and consumption 
(of commodities), with production determining or shaping both consumption itself 
and thus, by implication, the distinctive organization of consumer culture (1996: 
45). 

 

What this perspective does not take into account, however, is the agency of consumers 

and their potential negotiation of market signals and stimulus.  

The consumer-led perspective argues for a conceptualization of consumer culture 

as a set of socially organized practices. According to Appadurai (1986), “demand 

emerges as a function of a variety of social practices and classifications, rather than a 

mysterious emanation of human needs…or a response to social manipulation such as 

advertising” (1986: 29). Thus, this perspective views patterns of consumption as 

motivated predominantly by social factors including the consumption choices of those 

around you. Lury (1996) argues that from this perspective, “acts of consumption are 

actively carried out by consumers to indicate social status, good taste or simply being ‘in 

the know’ – that is, commodities are actively used as markers of social position and 

cultural style by consumers who seek to define their position vis-à-vis other consumers” 
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(1996: 46). This analysis positions the social and cultural aspects of consumption as the 

driving force behind the intensification of demand in contemporary cultures of 

consumption. 

 Following along this line of argument, other authors have looked to the rise in 

leisure pursuits to further demonstrate the ways in which the consumer-led mode of 

organization has been established. Veblen (1925) identified the emergence of a new 

social group which he dubbed the ‘leisure class.’ This new class sought to demonstrate its 

status publicly through the use of consumer goods in leisure practices and subsequently 

made use of material goods to assert their social pretensions. Veblen’s (1925) 

observations remain relevant today and arguably, to an even greater extent. Other authors 

such as Campbell (1989) and Featherstone (1991) have examined the phenomenon more 

recently and have found that the pursuit of leisure is no longer endemic in one social 

group, but can be observed in all social strata. They do argue, however, that today 

“consumption is not just motivated by a desire for status […] but is also driven by 

hedonism, escapism, fantasy and the desire for novelty or ‘identity-value’” (in Lury, 

1996: 46). Thus, as the introduction to this thesis argues, there are a plethora of 

motivations behind the urge to consume and that simplifying this urge to an increase in 

the production of goods would inevitably miss the nuances of social life. 

 Feminist writers such as Delphy and Leonard (1992) have also examined the 

production/consumption debate of consumer culture and add a valuable perspective which 

looks at the cyclical nature of consumption. They suggest that goods are often produced 

in a form that is not immediately consumable. For instance, “while it may be the woman 

in a household who actually purchase many goods, and in that sense is identified as the 

primary consumer, it will also typically be the woman who goes on to do further work on 
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the goods bought before they are finally consumed by other members of the household” 

(Lury, 1996: 44). From this perspective, production and consumption often exist in a 

multiplicity of circuits embedded within social relations. Indeed, Warde (1992) echoes 

this perspective and argues “it is worth recognizing the existence of sequential episodes 

of production and consumption, and to notice that episodes are not necessarily identical, 

and may involve specifically different kinds of social relationships” (1992: 19). Thus, the 

consumption and production debate raises important questions regarding the rise of 

contemporary Euro- North American consumer culture, including the suggestion that 

production does not necessarily end where the act of consumption begins. Lury (1996) 

states that “it seems likely that large-scale changes in consumer demand are associated 

with various sequences and conjunctures of factors” and that attempting to establish one 

singular explanation would be misleading (1996: 48; see also Friedman, 1994). In sum, 

there are likely multiple sequences of flows underpinning changes in consumption, a 

point which needs to be taken into account when considering what the ‘drivers’ for green 

consumption may be.  

 Indeed, this debate raises valuable points for understanding how green 

consumption has arisen to be as prominent as it is today. The production-led perspective 

would suggest that companies began to produce green goods and created a demand for 

them through advertising and marketing. However the consumer-led perspective would 

suggest that consumers placed the demand on companies through boycotts (and buy-

cotts) and therefore created a market for green goods. However, as this discussion 

highlights, understanding consumption and production as mutually exclusive misses the 

cyclical processes that are involved in consumer markets. Thus, this debate is important 

to consider for a discussion of green consumption as it demonstrates the challenges of 
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understanding the limits of consumer choice and the effectiveness of marketing and 

advertising.       

 

The Denouncement and Defense of Consumption 
 

 A further significant debate within the field of consumer culture is normative in 

nature and involves either defending or denouncing consumption. Daniel Miller (2001) 

argues that “throughout history [consumption has] been seen as intrinsically evil” citing 

Porter (1993) and Sekora (1977) as examples (2001: 227). Miller, however, disagrees. He 

suggests “that writings about consumption are saturated by a pervasive anxiety most 

acutely felt by fairly well-off academics, mainly in the USA, about the possibility that 

they may be too materialistic” (2001: 226). Elaborating on the argument that the 

denunciation of consumption has been predicated on a moralistic perspective rather than 

an investigation of the role consumption plays in an everyday context, he explores two 

prominent assumptions he argues to be the basis of this perspective. The assumptions he 

discusses are: consumption as materialistic, and consumption as capitalistic (Miller, 2001: 

227) both of which are relevant for our understanding of green consumption.  

 According to Miller (2001), the critique that consumption is materialistic is based 

on the assumption that individuals and relationships between individuals are debased by 

commodity culture. He argues that the attack on materialism is based on the idea that “an 

attachment or devotion to objects is at the expense of an attachment and devotion to 

persons” (Miller, 2001: 227). Thus, the term materialism is often employed in a 

demoralizing tone which perceives the accumulation of objects as a threat to social ties. 

However, Miller (2001) quickly criticizes this line of argument by pointing to its apparent 
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base in affluence and abundance and repudiates the vast amount of people living in 

poverty who are unable to participate in a materialist lifestyle. He states “what most of 

humanity desperately needs is more consumption, more pharmaceuticals, more housing, 

more transport, more books, more computers” (Miller, 2001: 228). In other words, the 

materialist critique of consumer culture fails to acknowledge the uneven distribution of 

consumer goods as well as the privilege associated with consumption.  

Miller’s (2001) second contention, that consumer culture has been deemed 

contrite because of its association with capitalism, leads him to a discussion of the ways 

Marxist arguments have dealt with the matter of consumption. Marxist critiques of 

capitalism and consumption, he argues, often looks at the ways in which mechanized 

forms of modern mass production dehumanize and alienate individuals. But for Miller 

(2001), critiquing consumerism because of the alienating qualities of production fails to 

consider the ways in which consumption is used to counteract alienation. He argues,  

consumption was the very means that people used to try and create the identity 
they feel they have lost as labourers for capitalism, using the mass of goods to 
counter the homogenization and massivity of capitalist production. Far from 
expressing capitalism, consumption is most commonly used by people to negate 
it. To merely critique it as the creature of capitalism is therefore to ignore the 
practice of actual consumers. But the moralists who need to use consumption for 
their critique of capitalism cannot understand that for ordinary people 
consumption is actually the way that they confront, on a day-to-day basis, their 
sense of alienation (2001: 234). 
 

 

Thus, Miller (2001) does not disagree with Marxist perspectives regarding capitalism, but 

rather finds the proposition that consumer culture is detrimental to society because it is 

capitalistic to be problematic. Therefore, Miller (2001) provides his reader with two 

succinct explanations for how consumption has been viewed as a negative attribute of 

society and the implications of these arguments. In effect, he draws our attention to not 
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only the shortfalls of this side of the debate, but also, in a manner similar to Slater (1997) 

above who supports the role of consumption as a means of cultural reproduction, works to 

reinforce the importance of consumption. 

 Arguments denouncing consumption also has important historical aspects. For 

Sassatelli (2007) and others (see Simmel 1971 and Veblen 1994) consumption has 

gendered implications that are entangled in relations of power. While examining the 

historical development of consumption in Europe between the 17th and 19th centuries, 

Sassatelli (2007) points to the role women filled, in particular for the bourgeois, as the 

main consumer for the family as well as the importance of women’s fashion in displaying 

status and wealth. Sassatelli (2007) writes that “it is no coincidence that one of the 

rhetorical critiques used to stigmatize consumer society associated consumption and 

luxury goods with the feminine, intended as superficiality and effeminacy, using this 

association to denounce the risks run by traditionally masculine civic virtues” (2007: 29). 

In many ways, this aspect of consumption evokes the historicity of the division of labour 

within households which arguably persists today. Cites of production and labour were 

typically seen as masculine endeavors while the home and all the things it entails were 

feminine. An examination of power relations reveals that men as bread winners is 

juxtaposed with the role of women as spenders of their husband’s income. For Veblen 

(1994), “the production/consumption divide which characterizes the development of the 

modern economy corresponds to the harmonization by difference of the sexes in the 

bourgeois family: the sphere of consumption […] was reserved for women, confined to 

the role of consumer within the family and always subject to function as a status symbol 

for their husbands” (cited in Sassatelli, 2007: 28). Tracing the role of consumption in this 

way reveals the political implications imbedded within discussions of consumption. More 

 22



specifically, this investigation reveals a latent gendered aspect to debates regarding the 

role of consumption. 

 A final perspective I will discuss briefly is that of how consumption has been 

initially understood in relation to ‘environmentalism,’ prefacing a more wide ranging 

discussion of environmentalism below. In 1992, Alan Durning (1992) asked the question 

in the title of his book, How Much is Enough? As his title implies, Durning (1992) 

undertook an examination of consumer culture to demonstrate the impact consumption is 

having on the environment. Adopting an ecological lens, he accomplishes his primary 

task of criticizing consumption as an environmentally damaging pursuit. He states that 

“shopping centers have become the centers of our public life, and consuming has become 

both our primary means of self-definition and our leading pastime” (Durning, 1992: 8). 

Durning (1992) does not deny the class divide which persists between those with the 

capability to consume and those who do not, echoing Miller’s (2001) contention above. 

However, he does argue that “if we attempt to preserve the consumer economy 

indefinitely, ecological forces will dismantle it savagely” and that a move towards 

lowered consumption and production would preserve the economy and the environment 

in the long term (Durning, 1992: 107). Admittedly, Durning’s (1992) proposition would 

require a radical rearrangement of large and small scale economies, habits, expectations 

and a wide array of other social arrangements. This argument holds several assumptions 

and implications, some of which include an approach to consumption and goods as 

simply superficial “things” (1992: 108), the suggestion that increased information on 

environmental costs would change consumer behaviour (1992: 110), and that rearranging 

the production and distribution of goods would reduce poverty and equalize access to 

resources throughout the world (1992: 106). Rayner and Malone (1998) also support the 
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image of the human destruction of the earth through consumption. For instance, they 

outline several candidates for the cause of climate change including “population growth, 

overconsumption, humans’ inability to control the technologies they have created, [and] 

their inability to implement environmentally benign technologies…” (Rayner and 

Malone, 1998: xiii). These arguments are important for they exemplify how authors of 

environmentalism have contributed to the condemnation of consumption and have 

arguably framed popular understanding of the relation between consumption and 

environment.  

For Miller (2001), in identifying two assumptions on which this perspective is 

predicated, that consumption is materialistic as well as capitalist, he defends consumption 

by pointing to the need for more consumer goods for those living in poverty as well as the 

ways in which consumers use consumption to counter the monotony of capitalist 

production. Ultimately, Miller (2001) suggests that authors who have developed the 

arguments condemning consumption for deteriorating social relations have done so from 

a moralistic position without consideration of “actual studies of consumers and 

consumption in which they appear as other than that which this critique requires them to 

be” (2001: 226). Sassatelli (2007), on the other hand, examines the ways in which 

consumption has historically been undertaken by women as a result of the division of 

labour. Thus, she argues that the negative connotations of consumption are rooted in the 

belief that men’s work is of greater value and that women’s role as shoppers and 

consumers is wasteful and frivolous.  
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The Dupe and the Hero 
 

 Authors in the field of consumer culture have identified two dominant 

conceptualizations of the consumer; the ‘dupe’ and the ‘hero.’ These two 

conceptualizations purport that consumers are either self-reflexive agents or complacent 

controllable consumers who are easily duped by marketing and advertising techniques. 

This debate also encompasses a discussion on the organization of markets and the ways in 

which techniques of marketing reflect a particular conception of consumers. According to 

Slater (1997), the rise of the perspective of the consumer as hero and the development of 

consumer sovereignty came about during a time when the market began reorganizing and 

adopted liberal ideals of freedom and choice. Arguably, our current commodities market 

remains deeply entrenched in this form of organizing which makes this debate important 

for my research on green consumption. The discussion that follows will review the two 

contrasting positions of consumers while highlighting the implications of both 

perspectives. 

 Colin Campbell (2005) has recently argued that the two types of consumers 

commonly depicted – the hero and the dupe – are alive and well, alongside the rise of a 

third image which has developed in postmodern thought over recent decades. The first 

image Campbell (2005) identifies is “that of the consumer as an active, calculating and 

rational actor, someone who carefully allocates scarce resources to the purchase of goods 

and services in such a manner as to maximize the utility obtained” (2005: 23). This 

rational and active consumer has been theorized by Slater (1997) who I turn to shortly. 

The second image of consumers that persists resonates with the production-led 

perspective outlined above and can be referred to as the ‘dupe.’ According to Campbell 
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(2005), the image “is that of the passive, manipulated and exploited subject of market 

forces, someone who, as a consequence, is largely ‘constrained’ to consume in the way 

that they do” (2005: 24).  

Postmodern theorists contribute a third perspective to this debate. This third type 

of consumer finds themselves somewhere between the hero and the dupe, not quite a 

rational actor nor a helpless consumer, but rather a self-conscious “manipulator of the 

symbolic meanings that are attached to products, someone who selects goods with the 

specific intention of using them to create or maintain a given impression, identity or 

lifestyle” (Campbell, 2005: 24). The ‘postmodern consumer’, then, is aware of the signs 

and seductions in the world of commodities and in turn embraces them in an effort to 

create an image of themselves through their commodities. In order to better understand 

the consequences of this conceptualization, I turn to Slater (1997) who provides valuable 

insight into this debate.  

 According to Slater (1997), the 1980s saw a rediscovery of the consumer and 

consumption, one in which the consumer “was the hero of the hour, not just as the 

provider of that buying power which would fuel economic growth […] but as the very 

model of the modern subject and citizen” (Slater, 1997: 10). The 1980s heralded neo-

liberalism through Reaganomics in the United States and Thatcherism in England which 

reorganized capitalist production exemplified by post-Fordism, disorganized capitalism, 

flexible accumulation and a push towards privatization (Slater, 1997: 10). This shift in 

economic organization was accompanied by a shift in ideology in terms of the 

conceptualization of consumers and their role in society. The consumer became self-

interested and autonomous and their individual choices became the means through which 

they could ultimately obtain freedom. As Slater (1997) points out, the rise of these 
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ideologies was a backlash to the conformity which ruled the 1950s and 1960s and 

“consumer culture was now all about ‘keeping different from the Joneses’” (1997: 10). 

The 1980s and the social changes which accompanied this time also makes an appearance 

in the green literature in terms of the rise of the green political movements, increased 

publicity of environmental issues, as well as the beginning of green labeled products and 

advertisements. Thus, the socio-economic and political development occurring 

predominantly in the 1980s, what I refer to as advanced liberalism in chapter three, and 

its impact on the construction of consumers as rational choice making individuals remains 

an important area of discussion in the study of consumer culture. 

In his discussion on the rise of the consumer as hero, Slater (1997) draws our 

attention to the way notions of liberalism operate in the construction of this consumer. He 

identifies ideals of liberalism such as rationality, autonomy, sovereignty, creativity and 

individualism as characterizing this hero and suggests that the “liberal tradition connected 

material gain, technical progress and individual freedom through the motivation of the 

pursuit of self-interest” (Slater, 1997: 34 original emphasis). In this vein, banal acts of 

consumption that were previously viewed as undignified became transformed as acts of 

“intelligence that could transform nature and society and bend them both to mastery by 

the freely and privately chosen desires of the individual” (Slater, 1997: 33). Thus, liberal 

ideals helped to establish the existence of a self-possessed consumer because it helped to 

legitimate the exponential growth of the market. 

 In contrast to this position, Slater (1997) discusses the conceptualization of the 

consumer as dupe. The dupe, according to him, was born from criticism of modern mass 

culture and commodity relations which positioned this consumer as passive, conformist, 

manipulated and irrational (Slater, 1997: 34). Presenting a similar argument to Slater 
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(1997), Nava (1991) points to Adorno and Horkheimer (1973) from the Frankfurt School 

as examples for the portrayal of consumers as dupes. Their work, Nava (1991) suggests, 

is steeped in despair for what they saw as the stupidity and malleability of mass society. 

Because their work is imbedded in the inter-war period of Europe, “they are deeply 

pessimistic not only about the power of the working class to resist control and 

indoctrination but also about the nature and quality of the capitalist culture industry itself” 

(Nava, 1991: 158). Indeed, often criticized for their elitism, Adorno and Horkheimer 

(1973) laid the ground work for the construction of consumers as cultural dupes. 

However, Slater (1997) suggests the hero has become a dominant image in the Euro- 

North American culture of consumption.  

 Expanding upon his claim that the hero came to life through liberal ideals, Slater 

(1997) argues that the image of the hero reflects a ‘consumer sovereignty’ that is 

predicated on two assumptions. First, consumers are seen as in control of their needs, 

desires, wants and identities. Un-affected by the sway of advertising and market forces, 

the sovereign consumer constructs their identity and projects according to their individual 

(or household) desires. In this manner, consumer sovereignty helps to create “a private 

sphere which must be free from interference by external social authorities who might 

wish to define and impose overarching social aims and projects” (Slater, 1997: 35). Thus 

for liberalism, the state becomes a threatening authority with the ability to affect desires 

as well as limit the expansion of consumerism. Second, consumer sovereignty holds that 

“competition, enforced through the price mechanism, ensures that producers must 

respond to the expressed preferences of consumers” (Slater, 1997: 35). Thus, because 

consumers are free choosing agents, they wield the power to control the market and drive 

competition within the market. These two assumptions reveal the ways in which the hero 
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and sovereign consumer has been constructed by notions of liberalism that champion 

freedom and personal choice. For Slater (1997), this reflects “the three defining 

obsessions of modernity: freedom, reason and progress” (1997: 35). Hence, the heroism 

of consumption can be reflected in the most trivial purchases as an act of individual self-

determination. 

 This discussion of debates and discussions occurring in the area of consumer 

culture studies provides a theoretical foundation for engaging ideas about consumers and 

consumption. In particular, the discussion of consumer agency highlights important 

perspectives regarding the interaction between consumers and commodity markets. 

Chapter three returns to the concept of rational choice through the lens of 

governmentality and a discussion of advanced liberal government, while chapter four 

engages the concept of the rational consumer to argue that programmes of Eco Labelling 

and the Ecological Footprint engage this concept in an attempt to direct conduct. My 

analysis in chapters two and three flesh out the contributions of a governmentality 

perspective which “moves on from asking whether or not we are ‘free to choose’ in 

consumer culture to ask how the concept and strategy of freedom have been used to 

construct the modern self, how we have learned to see ourselves in terms of freedom and 

choice” (Slater, 1997: 34). For understanding the terrain of green consumption the debate 

regarding consumer-led demand, or production-led demand also provides important 

reflection on the complexity of how green consumption is driven forward.  
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What is Environmentalism? 
  

The rise of environmentalism does not have one history, but rather, can be 

understood in terms of a multiplicity of movements from a variety of environmental 

standpoints. A diversity of perspectives has been subsumed under the umbrella of 

‘environmentalism’; examples of this include studies of ecology and sustainability, 

environmental protection agencies or action groups such as Greenpeace. In general, there 

have been two environmental philosophies whose successes have come to embody 

contemporary environmentalism: the philosophies of ‘sustainability’ and ‘ecology.’ These 

two philosophies of environmentalism have garnered a great deal of support by both 

academic communities as well as government and non-government agencies. As my 

exploration of sustainability demonstrates, both the United Nations and the United States 

government have given credence to sustainable action by hosting international 

conferences to deliberate on courses of action as well as instigate ways for implementing 

proposed actions. Thus, my discussion will focus on the development of these two 

philosophies because of their centrality in defining mainstream environmentalism. To 

complement this discussion, I finish this section with a discussion on a third perspective, 

the ‘social problems’ perspective. Here, the question of how environmental issues have 

entered into the social sphere as well as the ways in which threats to the environment 

have been constructed is examined. By examining three prominent organizations, the 

Royal Society for Nature Conservation, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, and 

Greenpeace, a historical perspective sheds light on how we can understand mainstream 
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environmentalism and the ways in which organizations are able to present environmental 

problems as social problems.  

 

Sustainability 
 

In broad terms, the philosophy of sustainability can be seen as the formal 

beginnings of environmentalism as a discreet area of study. Andres Edwards (2005) 

offers a thorough account of the rise of the sustainability movement as well as the seminal 

actors and events which have contributed to its longevity. The author points to the 

forming of the Sierra Club in 1892 by John Muir in the United States as marking the 

beginning of the philosophy of sustainability (2005: 13). The Sierra Club was born out of 

a variety of conservation efforts that established the Sequoia, Mount Rainier, Petrified 

Forest and Grand Canyon national parks (Edwards, 2005: 13).  Of course Muir was not 

alone in these efforts, nor was he the only person at the time concerned with questions 

regarding the natural environment. Muir built upon ideas developed by transcendentalists 

such as Bronson Alcott, Margaret Fuller, George Ripley, Henry David Thoreau and Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, whom “pointed to the significance of nature as a mystery full of 

symbols and spirituality” (Edwards, 2005: 12). The impact of these transcendentalists on 

the sustainability movement is profound, for it is here that notions of the earth and nature 

as sacred can be found to have its roots. Muir, however, expanded and reified the idea 

that nature was a reflection of the divine, into actions such as those taken up by the Sierra 

Club, which emphasized the importance of ‘protecting nature.’  

Those who came after, such as Aldo Leopold in the 1940s, continued efforts of 

conservation and sustainability from the perspective that nature consists of ecosystems 
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that are directly tied to our survival, and that a new type of ethics – one concerned with 

the ethical treatment of the earth – was being developed. As Edwards (2005) states, 

“Leopold’s vision still stands as a milestone whose sensibility and concern for ethics 

underlie and inform the Sustainability Revolution today” (2005: 14). This focus on ethics 

is significant because it potentially reflects the beginning of the link being drawn between 

humans and the environment, as well as the responsibility of humans to do something 

about the devastation of the earth. This ethic, as outlined by Barry (2007), can be 

understood as an approach which purports that “how we treat the environment is a moral 

issue, and not just a ‘technical’ or ‘economic’ one” and that “the nonhuman world has 

intrinsic value” (2007: 298). In other words, the philosophy of sustainability has its roots 

in a belief system, and is not simply an approach or managerial system. 

There are four founding principals, according to Edwards (2005), which the 

sustainability revolution has been founded upon. The first is an awareness of a spiritual 

link between humans and the natural world. The second is the perspective that all things 

are interconnected biologically. Third, there is a concern regarding the damaging effects 

humans have on the environment. Lastly, sustainability maintains that there is a need for a 

strong commitment to make ethics an integral part of environmental activism (Edwards, 

2005: 15). These four philosophies are considered to be the guiding principals for those 

working towards goals of sustainability. 

Going into more depth, Newton (2003) deals more specifically with the ethic of 

sustainability and outlines what is meant by “living sustainably.” She argues that the 

value or ethic of sustainability is based on a deep regard for “future generations of human 

beings … and the natural non-human environment itself” (Newton, 2003: 1). In this 

sense, it can be seen that sustainability is largely concerned with population growth and 
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the development of infrastructures. Clearly, the idea of sustainable development finds 

itself in somewhat of a conundrum since “development has always meant expansion of 

the human footprint” (Newton, 2003: 2). Regardless, this apparent paradox has certainly 

not discouraged propagators from working towards these ends. Newton (2003) argues that 

these ends are: “a community, economic system, or other human activity [have] reached 

sustainability when it can be maintained profitably and indefinitely, without degrading 

the systems on which it depends” (original emphasis, 2003: 5). Thus, the founding 

principals and ethics of sustainability are guidelines for achieving this goal. Below, I 

highlight the various institutions which spearheaded a move towards accomplishing the 

goals of sustainability as well as the international scope this movement has accrued.  

Amongst the various social justice movements of the 1960s and 1970s, several 

environmental events took place which exemplifies the ways in which issues of 

environmentalism and sustainability came to enter the public consciousness. In 1965, 

Rachel Carson (1965) published Silent Spring, which depicted the impact and dangers of 

toxins such as pesticides on plants, animals and humans. Her work served to raise 

awareness about the limits of ecosystems and called to the general public and government 

agencies to revaluate their position within nature and remains a powerful source of 

inspiration for the environmental movement today (Dobson, 1991; Edwards, 2005; 

Newton, 2003). The awareness which Carson (1965) and other subsequent authors raised, 

culminated into the first Earth Day organized by Senator Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin in 

1970, which attracted over 20 million people throughout the United States to peaceful 

protests (Edwards, 2005: 14). According to Edwards (2005), Earth Day not only served to 

raise awareness about the environmental dangers of industrial society, but also sparked 

actions towards policy initiatives in the United States such as the Clean Air Act and the 
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Clean Water Act. These policies moved forward the philosophy of ethics within 

sustainability by establishing means for monitoring and regulating industrial practices and 

led to the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) (Edwards, 2005: 14). 

Considering these events, and the longevity of the philosophy that brought them to 

fruition, the sustainability movement is often heralded as the forefather of 

environmentalism. In support of this view, Edwards (2005) states that the United Nations 

Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, Sweden in 1972 was the first event 

where concerns regarding the environment and the impact of industrialization were 

internationalized (2005: 15). This global forum was urged, in part, by the growing 

problem of acid rain in northern Europe and marked the beginning of the United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP) whose mission is to “provide leadership and encourage 

partnership in caring for the environment by inspiring, informing and enabling nations 

and people to improve their quality of life without compromising that of future 

generations” (quoted in Edwards, 2005: 15). At this time, it became apparent that a 

significant environmental danger was the disposal of hazardous materials and the 

leaching of toxins into water and the contamination of soil. Thus, efforts of sustainability 

revolve around raising awareness about environmental problems by establishing the link 

between human action and the degradation of the earth2. During the 1970s, propagators of 

sustainability remained largely concerned with industrialism and focused their attention 

on regulating and changing the practices of manufacturing plants. It was emphasized that 

without regulation and attention to practices of industrial development, corporations were 

endangering the lives of plants, animals, and people by emitting toxic gasses as well as 

                                                 
2 An implication of this perspective for green consumption is examined in chapter four during my 
discussion of the Ecological Footprint.  
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burning and burying toxic waste. In 1978, this led President Jimmy Carter to declare a 

state of emergency and the US Congress drafted the Comprehensive Environmental 

Response, Compensation and Liability Act, also commonly known as the Superfund. This 

Superfund was used to deal with and identify hazardous waste sites as well as allowed 

citizens to sue the government if they were adversely affected by these sites (Edwards, 

2005: 16). Consequently, the Superfund led to the creation of a new industry in waste 

management and disposal. 

An important aspect of sustainable development is a concern for the rapid 

depletion of natural resources and the social inequality which often accompanies resource 

extraction. The World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) created 

by the UN in 1983 drew upon the philosophy of sustainability to determine paths and 

targets for environmental planning (Edwards, 2005; Macnaghten, and Urry, 1998). 

During this, and subsequent events, the sustainability movement became increasingly 

concerned with the un-equal distribution of rights throughout the world and attempted to 

acknowledge the gap in resource extraction between developed and developing nations 

(Newton, 2003; Tokar, 1992). Indeed, the establishment of the contemporary 

sustainability movement draws from issues in ethics of social justice. Headed by Gro 

Harlem Brundtland, the former prime minister of Norway, the WCED set out to  

recommend ways concern for the environment may be translated into greater 
cooperation among developing countries and between countries at different stages 
of economic and social development and lead to the achievement of common and 
mutually supportive objectives that take account of the interrelationships between 
people, resources, environment, and development…” (Edwards, 2005: 16).  

 

Shortly thereafter, in 1987, came the publication of the Brundtland report, Our Common 

Future, which helped to define the sustainability movement in two ways. First, it worked 
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to create a framework for action towards promoting and protecting the Earth while 

maintaining an important focus on economic and social justice goals. Secondly, “the 

report contained the first articulation of the key to contemporary sustainability – the 

importance of evaluating any proposed initiative with reference to the interaction of three 

fundamental criteria: ecology/environment, economy/employment and equity/equality, 

know today as the Three Es” (Edwards, 2005: 17). Thus, the contemporary sustainability 

movement maintains that matters regarding the environment are inextricably woven with 

economies and social welfare, and that successful environmental planning necessitates 

consideration of social issues. That is to say, for a society to work successfully towards 

economic prosperity and social justice, environmental sustainability cannot be neglected 

(Macnaghten, and Urry, 1998: 213). In this regard, the contemporary movement differs 

from its tradition in that it begins to examine larger social implications of 

environmentalism rather than focus simply on the limits of eco-systems. 

In 1992, a second convention took place that also garnered a great deal of 

international attention. What became known as the Earth Summit began as the United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), which hosted more 

than 180 world leaders, UN delegates, members of international organizations and 

nongovernmental organizations in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (Edwards, 2005: 18). The 

Summit also attracted a good deal of media attention which helped to solidify the 

importance of the environmental issues at hand. Specifically, the Earth Summit worked to 

establish 27 principles on the environment and development that were international in 

scope and resulted in the adoption of a global program for action. The program was “a 

comprehensive blueprint for a global partnership, [that] strives to reconcile the twin 

requirements of high quality environment and healthy economy for all people of the 
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world, while identifying key areas of responsibility as well as offering preliminary cost 

estimates for success” (quoted in Edwards, 2005: 18).  

In more recent history is the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development 

conference which took place in Johannesburg, South Africa. The conference was in part 

devoted to a review of goals since ten years had passed since the 1992 Earth Summit in 

Rio. The reevaluated focus placed greater emphasis on effectively integrating issues of 

economic and social equality into discussions of environmentalism. Two of the ways the 

2002 Summit suggested for accomplishing this was to place emphasis on the importance 

of including women, youth, and scientists into discussions of environmentalism as well as 

working on establishing partnerships with nongovernmental organizations. A sustainable 

approach to development then, was to include an approach which maintained an 

international focus, included multiple perspectives as well as encouraged 

multiculturalism.  

The discourse of sustainability has also found its way from international forums 

into business plans and commerce. This has resulted in a variety of actions and strategies, 

according to Edwards (2005), who suggests “while a bounty of commodities fueled the 

Industrial Revolution, dwindling natural resources are calling on businesses to innovate 

and shift from a model based on providing manufactured goods to one that delivers value 

to customers and supports the well-being of local communities” (2005: 52). He points to 

Ford, Royal Dutch Shell, IKEA and Nike as examples of corporations who have adopted 

strategies of sustainability. Although perhaps a little optimistic in his perspective, 

Edwards (2005) is correct in asserting that many businesses have become aware of the 

benefits of sustainable practices. This awareness has also lead to the rise of a new type of 

industry; organizations such as the Sustainable Project Appraisal Routine (SPeAR) who 
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work on assessing and developing strategies for businesses. Organizations such as SPeAR 

have been catapulted into the business sector due to the high demand of such skills 

(Edwards, 2005: 53). Regardless of the motivations behind why corporations adopt 

frameworks of sustainability, developing a reputation of being environmentally conscious 

has become a popular practice (Edwards, 2005: 74). One method for developing an 

environmental reputation is explored in greater detail in chapter four when the practice of 

Eco Labelling is examined.  

 

Ecology 
 

The philosophy of ecology shares many common concerns and approaches with 

those of sustainability. For the most part, this is because they both have a deep regard for 

eco-systems. Martell (1994) provides us with a concise definition of ecology. He suggests 

that it  

is usually taken to mean the study of the relationships between humans, plants and 
animals and between them and their wider environment. In other words it looks 
not only at the internal societies of species but also at how their character and 
development forms in interaction with other species and in relation to broader 
environmental conditions (21). 

 
 

On the surface, this definition appears to be synonymous with sustainability. Although the 

two certainly borrow from one another, ecology is often argued to have its own history 

and has carved out a perspective which is distinct from other philosophies of 

environmentalism. To begin, I will provide a brief history of the development of ecology. 

 Deciding on the birth of the ecology movement is somewhat contentious. There 

are three perspectives that point to different moments in time for which ecologism can be 
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traced back to: the dawn of the human species (at least to the Paleolithic or Neolithic 

periods); the nineteenth century; or the 1960s and 1970s (Vincent, 1993, Dobson 1991 

and 2007). The first perspective argues that “many thousands of years ago there existed a 

golden age of peaceful coexistence with nature which ended […] with the onset of the 

Neolithic era” (Oelschlaeger, 1991; Dobson, 2007). Dobson (2007) however, argues that 

this claim is lacking in substantial evidence that makes a link between the philosophies of 

modern ecology with this time too tenuous to support (23).  

Dobson (2007) suggest that contenders of the second perspective, which argues 

that the birth of ecology came some time in the 1960s or 1970s, have done so out of a sort 

of embarrassment of the historical entanglement of ecology with conservatives, 

nationalists as well as fascists and Nazis (Dobson, 2007: 23). Ernst Haeckel, a German 

biologist, was the first person to use the word ‘ecology’ in the late nineteenth century, and 

although it is undeniable that ideas similar to those in the nineteenth century are still 

entertained today, Dobson (2007) states that “the search for the roots of ecologism” 

should be distinguished from “a description of the ideology itself” (2007: 24). For the 

most part, this is due to the contestation surrounding the establishment of its historical 

timeline as well as the difficulty in establishing the existence of ecological ideologies at 

certain times and places merely because our contemporary understanding of ecology 

appears to be congruent with philosophies of a few hundred years ago.  

The third perspective, that ecology has its roots in the nineteenth century, has 

become widely accepted. Particularly, this is due to the works of Bramwell (1989) who 

traced the beginning of ecological thought as a reaction to the Enlightenment, since 

“ecologism looks skeptically at the supreme value of reason” (in Dobson, 2007: 23). 
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Thus, Dobson (2007) argues that ecologism is critical of the Enlightenment and the 

scientific rationalism that followed.  

 Aside from the challenge of placing the birth of ecology in some novel act, speech 

or publication, the debate regarding its historical roots is significant because it helps to 

situate ecology politically. Those who situate the beginning of ecology in the mid-

nineteenth century do so because of the rise of industrialism – viewed as an outcome of 

Enlightenment thought – and the disregard for the environment that ensued. According to 

Dobson (2007), ecologists “point out that industrialism suffers from the contradiction of 

undermining the very context in which it is possible, by unsustainably consuming a finite 

stock of resources in a world that does not have a limitless capacity to absorb the waste 

produced by the industrial process” (2007: 19 see also Barry, 2007). Ecologists are 

therefore concerned with the ideologies which spawned from the Enlightenment which 

position human beings over nature as well as position nature as something to be exploited 

and transformed for our purpose. In this respect, ecology is concerned with ruling 

ideologies and the hierarchies that place human beings above all else. 

 Similar to the philosophy of sustainability, ecologists are eager to emphasize the 

interconnection of the human world (including its economic, cultural and political 

systems) with the environment. Another similarity between the two areas of theorization 

is the belief that in order to achieve an ecologically sound way of life, there would need to 

be a significant shift in the way we live. In a report published in 1972, The Limits to 

Growth, a report which ecologists often recognize as the establishment of the 

contemporary ecology movement, the argument was put forth that there are recognizable 

limits to economic growth if steps to protect the environment are not taken. It called for 

“the initiation of new forms of thinking that will lead to a fundamental revision of human 
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behaviour and, by implication, of the entire fabric of present day society” (Meadows et al, 

quoted in Dobson, 2007: 25). It can be further argued that ecology differentiates itself 

from sustainability and other environmental perspectives in that it does not believe that 

technology can solve the problems it has created (Dobson, 2007; Martell, 1994). This 

reflects a distinct break from the environmental perspective of sustainability and others 

who emphasize the positive role of science and technology in dealing with solutions for 

environmental degradation. This disdain for technology reaches back to its ecological 

ancestors who resisted Enlightenment thought which heralded science, rationality and 

progress as the saviors of human kind. Dobson (2007) also argues that in general 

ecologists do support moves towards sustainability and sustainable development, however 

ecologists would be eager to promote sustaining the value of nature before pushing to 

sustaining species, animals or plants (2007: 29). 

 Thus far, the discussion of ecology has focused on mainstream ecological thought 

and perspectives. However, it is important to note that within this body of thought, 

variations in focus have also developed. For example, Dobson (2007) points to ‘social 

ecology,’ ‘ecofeminism’ and ‘deep ecology’ as other areas of focus that have developed 

under the umbrella of ecology. A brief introduction to these areas of thought reveals the 

richness of ecological thought as well as the breadth in perspectives found within 

environmentalism. 

According to Bookchin (1980), social ecology argues that the most fundamental 

form of exploitation is not that of human beings over the environment, but rather humans 

over humans. Social ecology developed as a reaction to the critique that ecologists are 

“more interested in porpoises than people” and in turn argues “as long as hierarchy 

persists, as long as domination organizes humanity around a system of élites, the project 
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of dominating nature will continue to exist and inevitably lead our planet to ecological 

extinction” (Bookchin, 1980: 76). Thus, Bookchin (1980) suggests that environmentalism 

is predominantly concerned with environmental engineering, and that an approach of this 

kind fails to bring into question the underlying desire to dominate which fuels social, 

political and economic approaches to the environment. 

 Judith Plant (1991) suggests ecofeminism stems from the perspective that the 

domination of women and the despoliation of nature have the same root cause: patriarchy. 

According to this perspective, the symbolic association of women with nature, for 

example “giver and supporter of life […] the image of nature as disorder, with her storms, 

droughts, and other natural disasters” is a metaphor that reflects actual rationales behind 

practice to dominate and tame women, as they are a product of nature. Ecofeminists thus 

argue that an approach to environmental protection should acknowledge “the historical 

connections between women and nature and their subsequent oppression” and thus to 

counteract “those who are assuming the right to control the natural world [and] to create 

an awareness of domination at all levels” (Plant, 1991: 102). Similar to social ecology 

then, ecofeminism argues for an approach to social justice as a means to achieve 

environmental harmony. 

Deep Ecology is a branch of ecological theory that developed from the work of 

Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess. The basic principals underlying deep ecology are 

that all life forms on earth have the intrinsic right to exist (the concept of biocentric 

equality) and that all beings on earth are connected to other life forces (the concept of 

self-realization) (Edwards, 2005: 115). According to Edwards, deep ecology is highly 

philosophical and “asks us to reexamine our role in the web of life” (2005: 114). This 

branch of ecology also proposes guidelines for achieving an ecologically sound way of 
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life including aligning actions and needs with the needs of other species and of future 

generations. Furthermore, deep ecology points to the need to reduce the human 

population to permit non-human life to flourish, the need to reduce levels of consumption 

to sustain natural eco systems, as well as incorporating life cycle costs, or “real costs,” of 

production and consumption3 (Edwards, 2005: 117-118). Deep ecology is thus often 

considered to be the more radical branch of mainstream ecology since the proposed 

approaches to environmental living places the life of snails and snow peas as equally 

important as people. Unlike theorists of social ecology and ecofeminism, who emphasize 

that social equality is necessary to achieve environmental balance, deep ecology views 

equality between species as the approach to harmony and sustainability with the 

environment.   

 

The Environment as a Social Problem 
 

 The two previous sections have provided an exploration of two prominent 

philosophies of environmentalism. In their own way, both theories point to the ways in 

which problems of the environment are intertwined with issues of social inequality and 

environmental degradation caused by humans. Environmental sociologists have in a 

similar manner taken up this issue and provide insight into the ways in which the 

environment has been constructed as a social problem (Dobson, 1991, 2007; Barry, 2007; 

Tokar, 1992; Yearley, 1991, 2005). The social problems perspective, Yearley (1991) 
                                                 
3 According to Edwards, the “real cost” of consumption and production includes a cradle to grave approach 
to the price of goods and services. For example, “the real cost of gasoline production, which is not reflected 
in the price at the gas station, includes the environmental destruction caused by extracting the petroleum; 
the military expenditures for securing oil fields, pipelines and shipping; the pollution and toxins released 
during refining; and the release of carbon dioxide from automobiles, which affects acid rain and global 
warming” (Edwards, 2005: 118). 
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argues, “leads us to ask how it is that environmental issues have come to be seen as an 

objective social problem” (Yearley, 1991: 52). Barry (2007) also emphasizes this 

perspective and argues it approaches environmental issues as “not only important in 

human society, but also constitutive of human society” (297; original emphasis). Thus, it 

is important to understand the ways in which over time, environmental problems or crises 

has been brought to the attention of the public. The social problems perspective asks the 

question, how is it that certain problems have come to occupy the public’s consciousness?  

The rise of the social problem perspective occurred in the early 1990s after the 

environmental movement had been bolstered by public events such as Earth Day, and the 

United Nations conferences in Sweden, Brazil and South Africa. The social problems 

perspective stems from sociological contributions to the study of environmentalism and 

examines ways in which the environment has been problematized and brought into the 

public sphere. This approach is interested in understanding how environmental groups 

“can be reasonably characterized as engaged in making social problem claims” (Yearley, 

1991: 74). According to Yearley (1991), several organizations were successful in 

capturing the public’s attention in a way that positioned their concern for the environment 

as a social problem with viable social solutions. Although both philosophies of 

sustainability and ecology focus on the link between consumption and the environment, a 

socially constituted link, the social problems perspective is interested in demonstrating 

the ways in which groups are able to present environmental issues as a public problem. 

This is to say, environmental problems are not simply a problem of ecosystems, but are 

also endangering people and ways of life. In order to shed light on this, Yearley (1991) 

discusses three organizations to demonstrate the historical roots of this perspective as well 

as how environmental problems as social problems can be understood. These 
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organizations include: The Royal Society for Nature Conservation, The Royal Society for 

the Protection of Birds, and Greenpeace. 

 The Royal Society for Nature Conservation began in Britain in 1912 as the 

Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves4 (SPNR) established by the natural 

historian, Charles Rothschild. The creation of the SPNR was largely a reaction to the 

threat of decimating prized wildlife sites in Britain due to rural housing and 

manufacturing developments, which led them to focus on conserving land. During this 

time, a preoccupation with nature conservation was primarily a concern of the élites, 

which was certainly reflected in the membership of the SPNR, who were able to use their 

influence with landowners to conserve land for wildlife reserves5. For the most part, the 

SPNR worked on creating and managing conservation sites and successfully lobbied 

public officials to recognize that problems of the environment were social problems and 

in turn required the attention and care of the public. Thus, the Royal Society for Nature 

Conservation demonstrates an early example of the ability of environmental interest 

groups to lobby governments on the basis that environmental conservation also allows for 

the conservation of past-times such as bird watching or hunting. Furthermore, the SPNR 

was able to establish guidelines for nature conservation and the means by which this was 

accomplished – lobbying efforts, social networks and educational forums – helped 

establish practices of conservation as undertakings that are embedded in the social sphere. 

Nature conservation is therefore included in the social problems perspective as the 

                                                 
4 It should be noted that in 1977, the organization changed its name form Nature Reserve to Nature 
Conservancy, to better reflect its aims, and then once again in 1981 to the Royal Society for Nature 
Conservation (RSNC) since it enjoyed the patronage of the Prince of Wales (Yearley, 1991: 57). 
5 The group’s considerable influence meant that during postwar Britain, their recommendation for a 
national review of wildlife resulted in the government establishing the Nature Conservancy, which the 
SPNR was able to shape significantly (Yearley, 1991: 55). 
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problem and solution to conservation lean on urban planning as well as emphasize the 

role of the public in participating in preserving nature. 

 The second organization identified by Yearley (1991) which he argues purports 

the social problems perspective is the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). 

As the rather descriptive name implies, the RSPB was concerned specifically with birds. 

Originating in 1889 in Britain, its membership was primarily women and their target was 

the use of feathers in the fashion trade (Yearley, 1991: 61). During this time, birds were 

killed for their feathers, “on average six birds were killed to supply every ounce” of 

feather and the “birds’ bodies were not even used for meat” (Yearley, 1991: 61). The 

RSPB was successful in generating support for the cause and the rare plumes that were 

used in royal military attire was withdrawn by Queen Alexandra in support of the 

organizations work. The organization was particularly successful in bringing this issue of 

the environment to the public’s attention and situated it as a social problem by 

demonstrating that “whole species were threatened merely for the sake of passing 

fashion” (Yearley, 1991: 62). Over time, the RSPB campaigned for a variety of bird 

endangerment issues and “expanded from being simply an anti-plumage movement into 

an organization working for the protection of wild birds in every way and by all available 

means” (Sheail 1976 quoted in Yearley, 1991: 63). The RSPB reflects one of the ways in 

which environmental problems were cast as a social problem by pointing to the role 

which humans played in the destruction of these animals not only through clothing, but 

also the built environment and man-made disasters like oil spillages. Yearley (1991) 

maintains that “the society has succeeded in generating wide attention and sympathy for 

the problems of birds” and through their efforts, have helped to “shape what nature 

conservation means in practical terms” (Yearley, 1991: 67). Indeed, the RSPB has been a 
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valuable participant in the environmental movement by raising awareness on the impact 

humans have on animals as well as developing ways to maintain habitats for endangered 

species. 

 The last organization identified by Yearley that has consistently brought 

environmental issues into the public eye is Greenpeace. Greenpeace is relatively young, 

having formed in 1971 during an anti-nuclear protest organized against US nuclear testing 

near Canada (Yearley, 1991; see also Brown and May 1989). The protest had been 

organized by both Canadian and American citizens who had purchased a boat which they 

renamed Greenpeace and sailed to a location near the planned nuclear explosion with the 

expectation that the vulnerability of the boat and its crew would prevent the testing to 

occur. However, the US government waited for the crew to exhaust their food, money and 

patience and within a month, Greenpeace was forced back to Vancouver and the military 

shortly thereafter detonated the bomb. Although their first objective was not officially a 

success, the US government did cease testing nuclear weapons in the area off the coast of 

Alaska. This act however, garnered a great deal of support and media attention, which 

encouraged Greenpeace members to continue their anti-nuclear campaign. After another 

success, this time with the French in the South Pacific, Greenpeace moved its focus from 

nuclear testing to whaling in 1975. Armed with small but powerful dinghies, musical 

instruments and most importantly, film equipment, Greenpeace set out to disrupt whaling 

in the Pacific by placing their dinghies between whales and harpoons.  

These are some of the ways in which Greenpeace was able to distinguish itself 

from other environmental organizations while also communicating strong environmental 

messages to the public. Because Greenpeace volunteers were willing to place themselves 

in extreme danger, and because they filmed their endeavours, they created gripping and 

 47



well-documented stories which were easily publicized in the press (Yearley, 1991; 2005). 

In this way, the organization was able to garner financial and volunteer support, as well as 

raise awareness about many environmental atrocities happening all over the world. 

Employing similar tactics, Greenpeace has targeted seal culling, marine dumping of 

radioactive waste, the slaughter of dolphins as well as publicity stunts such as hanging 

banners from the Statue of Liberty and Big Ben declaring opposition to nuclear testing 

(Yearley, 1991: 71).  

 Greenpeace is an excellent example of how environmental organizations have 

undertaken approaches to the environment that highlight the dangers to human 

environments as well as other species. Their use of media grabbing techniques has 

worked to raise awareness on environmental atrocities in a way that highlights the human 

agency in these acts (from government initiatives of nuclear testing to corporate 

mishandling of toxic waste). As Yearley (1991) suggests, “Greenpeace now has 

considerable power to place environmental issues on the public agenda” as well as 

pressure governments for policy changes (Yearley, 1991: 73). Similar to the Royal 

Society for Nature Conservation and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, 

Greenpeace has played a role in shaping environmental activism through their tactics of 

direct action. Indeed, Greenpeace represents an excellent example of how environmental 

problems have been brought into the public sphere while carrying forward the perspective 

that certain threats imposed on the earth are a result of structural forces that can be 

displaced.  
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Conclusion  
 

 This chapter has laid a foundation for critically engaging with ideas about both 

consumption and environmentalism and the relationships between them. As this thesis 

takes up an exploration of green consumption, this chapter serves the purpose of outlining 

the many debates and arguments framing the two key areas that have converged in the 

notion of ‘green consumption.’ Importantly, the thematic approach to discussions of 

consumer culture and environmentalism demonstrates the complexities of each area and 

urges the reader to consider the difficulty of precisely employing terms such as 

‘environmentalism’ or ‘consumer.’ Furthermore, this thesis argues for a conceptualization 

of consumption that emphasizes its social and cultural importance and as a way in which 

individuals create meaning, identities and lifestyles.  

The following chapter outlines the theoretical perspective of governmentality and 

begins to draw out nuanced implications of consumption as a method for assembling 

identities and lifestyles by looking at the concepts of ‘choice,’ ‘freedom’ and 

‘responsibility’ as techniques of advanced liberal government. In this manner, my 

analysis begins to examine ways in which the terrain of green consumption is shaped by 

techniques that attempt to guide consumers as agents of choice and freedom. Chapter four 

then explores these techniques in greater detail to argue that green consumption produces 

opportunities for a new type of subject to emerge.                                                                                

        
 

 49



Chapter Three: An Analytics of Green Consumption 
 

 

Introduction 
 

In this chapter I will argue that examining the discourse of green consumption 

through the lens of governmentality illuminates how it is constituted by a multitude of 

techniques that shape and guide consumers. These techniques provide substance for green 

consumption and rest upon particular conceptualizations of consumers and consumption, 

therefore shaping the conditions for the exercising of choice in the name of responsibility. 

In this way, a governmental analysis denaturalizes modes of organizing green 

consumption to problematize the terrain as an assemblage of governing techniques. In 

other words, the theory of governmentality brings to our attention the ways in which 

opportunities for green consumption are created as well as ways in which they are 

governed. Rose et al. (2006) explain that studies of governmentality “focus not upon why 

certain things happened, but how they happened and the difference that that made in 

relation to what had gone before. Above all, the aim of such studies is critical, but not 

critique—to identify and describe differences and hence to help make criticism possible” 

(Rose et al. 2006: 101). Thus, my analysis is critical, but not a critique of green 

consumption, as I examine how green consumption is governed, not why.  

This chapter begins by introducing Michel Foucault and a brief discussion of his 

areas of work to situate the theory of governmentality in his larger oeuvre. Following this 

section is a discussion of advanced liberal modes of government and the characteristics 

found within this approach of government. To emphasize the benefit of a governmental 
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analysis for the study of green consumption, I carry forward the concept of the consumer 

as “hero” to demonstrate how green consumption is shaped by this conceptualization of 

consumers. Drawing on ideas from Dean (1999), Rose (1999, 2006) and Barry et al. 

(1996), advanced liberalism is argued to be exemplified in rhetorics of freedom, choice 

and agency which shed light on the processes of constructing the heroic consumer. 

Effectively, this chapter provides a theoretical base for my analysis in chapter four where 

techniques for the construction of the rational consumer are explored. 

Studies of governmentality take the form of an ‘analytics of government.’ 

According to Dean (1999), “an analytics is a type of study concerned with an analysis of 

the specific conditions under which particular entities emerge, exist and change” (1999: 

20). An ‘analytics of green consumption’ thus considers the regime of practices that 

emerge and shape the phenomenon of green consumption today. Of particular interest are 

the notions of freedom and choice as they emerge in advanced liberalism and their ability 

to shape individual conduct. Indeed, the purpose of this thesis is to reveal how the terrain 

is “assembled into relatively stable forms of organization and institutional practices” 

(Dean, 1999: 21). I achieve this by exploring components of government, advanced 

liberal government in particular, as highlighted by authors of governmentality and point 

to the salience of these insights with regards to green consumption.  

   

Foucault and the birth of Governmentality 
 

As a theoretical lens developed by Foucault, it is important to situate 

governmentality within the larger context of his work. Although the following discussion 

of his intellectual trajectory remains brief, the following serves to situate the theory 
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within the development of his work. The significance of doing this lays in the fact that 

Foucault’s research interests comprises a lineage of approaches which impacts the 

questions raised in works of governmentality. In particular, the work of Darier (1999) is 

useful because his work on governmentality has focused on environmentalism. Thus his 

work serves to compliment works by Foucault (1991), and works on Foucault by others 

such as Rose (1999), Rose et al. (2006), and Barry et al. (1996), which I also draw upon. 

Darier’s (1999) work on Foucault and governmentality argues for an approach of 

situating governmentality within what he argues to be the “three Foucaults” (Darier, 

1999: 7). He explains that Foucault’s work can be understood as the various ways in 

which Foucault re-located his research agenda periodically and refers to these as the 

archeological, genealogical and ethical research periods. This is not to imply that these 

three Foucaults existed without consideration of one another, but rather that by employing 

a déplacements or displacement approach to his research, he attempted to resist labels and 

categories, such as poststructuralist or postmodernist, and the pigeonhole that often 

occurs in academia (Darier, 1999: 8, my translation). Thus, Darier (1999) argues that 

there are “three broad periods in Foucault’s intellectual oeuvre which involve different 

‘methodological’ approaches: (1) an archeological approach to scientific discourse and 

knowledge generally; (2) a genealogical approach analyzing social practices; and (3) an 

ethical concern for the possible conditions for the creation of the self by itself” (1999: 8). 

Each of these three approaches, he suggests, reflects a possible entry point for examining 

environmentalist from a Foucauldian perspective. Thus, I will discuss Darier’s (1999) 

proposition of the three approaches in an effort to situate governmentality in the greater 

context of Foucault’s work while on occasion fleshing out entry points for critiques of 

environmentalism. 
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According to Darier (1999), the first period of Foucault’s thought is the 

archeological approach and includes books published in the 1960s such as Madness and 

Civilization, The Birth of the Clinic, and The Order of Things (1999: 9). These writings, 

as well as others, exemplify Foucault’s interest in excavating the historical layers of what 

constitutes, or constituted, knowledge. During this period, “Foucault was interested in 

what he called épistème, which is a historically specific, coherent configuration of how 

knowledge is organized […] and what kind of justifications are deemed acceptable to 

support that knowledge” (Darier, 1999: 9). This archeological approach is not unique to 

Foucault, but is part of the French tradition – albeit a marginal one – in studies of history 

and philosophy (see Canguilhem 1988, 1989 for instance). This period of writing centered 

on inquiry into the emergence of discourses about human nature through the ‘human 

sciences’ such as the emergence of ‘madness’ and the subsequent creation of institutions 

in the eighteenth century (see Foucault 1961, 1963). In terms of environmentalism, 

Foucault’s archeology contributes a critique of the scientific construction of the 

environment which, in investigating its historical and contemporary contingencies, is 

often employed in the field of environmental studies. Briefly then, this Foucauldian 

perspective draws our attention to the forms of scientific knowledge that have come to 

pervade philosophies of environmentalism in a taken-for-granted manner (Darier, 1999: 

14). Thus, an ‘archeology of environmentalism’ works to contextualize the emergence of 

scientific knowledge in shaping our understanding of the environment as well as the ways 

in which ‘nature’ became an objective realm separate from human life. 

The second period of Foucault’s work identified by Darier (1999) is the 

genealogical approach. It is during this time that governmentality emerges and is said to 

generally appear in his works published in the 1970s (Darier, 1999: 14). Genealogy builds 
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upon his archeological approach of contextualizing knowledge but turns to broader social 

practices and the crisscrossing of relations of power found in the practices of everyday 

life. Turning from the excavation of grand narratives in his archeological research, 

Foucault focuses his attention on power and “qualified power as being ‘positive,’ in 

contrast to the more conventional view of power as solely repressive” (Darier, 1999: 18). 

In arguing for a more productive concept of power, Foucault points to the ways in which 

power relations are diffuse and everywhere. Foucault argues, “the field of power imposes 

constraints about the possible options open to individuals and groups, but it is those 

individuals and groups which ultimately make choices to accept these constraints or to 

challenge them” (Darier, 1999: 19). With regards to green consumption, this point raised 

by Darier (1999) on Foucault’s perception of power resonates with Slater’s (1997) 

arguments on the ‘reflexive consumer’ raised in the previous chapter. For both Foucault 

and Slater (1997), consumers can be seen as navigating and negotiating a plethora of 

power relations and that acts of consumption are both limited and productive. I will return 

to this point in the following chapter. Furthermore, as my exploration of governmentality 

continues in greater detail below, I will leave the second Foucault and turn to the third 

and final phase of his research interests. 

The shift in Foucault’s work from genealogy to ethics is argued to have occurred 

between 1977 and 1984, shortly before his death. Darier (1999) argues that this shift is 

reflected in Foucault publishing the second and third volumes of The History of Sexuality 

which includes a focus on Greek ethics or, more precisely, on the conditions for how 

humans relate to themselves (Darier, 1999: 25). In this vein, Foucault was concerned with 

‘practices of freedom’ and normalization. Moreover, the question for Foucault became: 

“how can individuals or groups of individuals shape / construct their own self / their own 
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subjectivity / their identity and consequently their conduct in the world / in relative 

distance / autonomy from the process of normalization?” (Darier, 1999: 25). Thus, 

Foucault was not attempting to establish a prescriptive ethical norm, nor was he 

suggesting that Greek ethics become our norm of ethics, but rather that the subject takes 

form through the field of power that occurs in processes of normalization as well as 

resistance to normalization. Indeed, Darier (1999) argues that in the final phase of 

Foucault’s work “the central objective of Foucault was to tell his contemporaries that, in 

some cases, it is possible to remake ourselves, to remake our self-identity independently 

of the normalization process…” (1999: 26). In concluding this discussion of the third 

Foucault, it can be argued that he left us with an inquiry into the constitution of 

subjectivities and the constant reworking of human relations with each other and 

themselves.  

This brief introduction of Foucault’s research interests as presented by Darier 

(1999) is useful for situating various theories or methodologies brought to life throughout 

his academic career. Although this section was not intended to offer a comprehensive 

introduction into the works of Foucault, it serves to situate governmentality within the 

larger context of his work. The next section will look at governmentality in greater depth 

and will highlight the contributions of this theory for my investigation of green 

consumption. 

 

Governmentality 
 

Foucault addressed governmentality during a lecture he gave at the Collège de 

France in February of 1978. As mentioned above, governmentality arose out of 
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Foucault’s interest in power and, as a reflection of his genealogy phase he began tracing 

the historical roots of modern forms of state power. His tracing led him to the Middle 

Ages where he examined a multitude if treatises designed to advise the prince on the 

exercise of power and the means for securing the acceptance and respect of subjects 

(Foucault, 1991: 87). Darier emphasizes this in his examination of Foucault and argues 

that governmentality “occurs in the context of Foucault’s historical interpretation of the 

literature on ‘reason of state’ in Europe from around the sixteenth century” (1999: 21). 

The birth of ‘the art of government’ for Foucault reflects two processes: the demise of 

feudalism by a move towards establishing and administrating colonial states, in other 

words the centralization of the state, and; the issue of how one must be spiritually ruled in 

order to achieve salvation (Foucault, 1991: 88). In examining the historical roots of the 

rise of states, Foucault points to the ways in which the entrenchment of states led to a 

concern with exerting control over populations. The concern for populations was not only 

for military and economic purposes, but also led to “an increasing state concern for the 

biological well-being of the population including disease control and prevention, 

adequate food and water supply, sanitary shelter, education and so on” (Darier, 1996: 

587, see also Osborne, 1996; Lanthier and Oliver, 1999). Thus, the state began to take 

responsibility for overseeing the survival and success of their subjects in order to ensure 

their own existence. With these observations, Foucault developed the theory of 

governmentality to explain and describe the rise of state subjects as well as techniques of 

disciplining which the state employed in an effort to encourage self-control on behalf of 

their populations. 

Foucault explains that practices of governing relate not only to the prince or ruler, 

but also “concern many kinds of people: the head of a family, the superior of a convent, 
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the teacher or tutor of a child or pupil; so that there are several forms of government 

among which the prince’s relation to his state is only one particular mode…” (Foucault, 

1991: 91). Here, we see Foucault open the concept of government beyond its typical 

interpretation of state to all matters of society which involves governing or directing 

human action. According to Dean (1999) it deals more pointedly with how we govern and 

are governed. He argues that  

government is any more or less calculated and rational activity, undertaken by a 
multiplicity of authorities and agencies, employing a variety of techniques and 
forms of knowledge, that seeks to shape conduct by working through our desires, 
aspirations, interests and beliefs, for definite but shifting ends and with a diverse 
set of relatively unpredictable consequences, effects and outcomes (Dean, 1999: 
11) 

 
Thus, governmentality is not solely concerned with formal governments, but also with 

other ways in which human action is governed, regulated and shaped. Therefore, terms 

such as governing and government imply that life is subjected to multiple forces of 

governing. Furthermore, this aspect of governmentality is particularly useful for the study 

of green consumption because it offers a perspective that social life is managed by a 

multifaceted web of governing techniques. Rose et al. (2006) emphasize this aspect of 

governmentality and state that “instead of seeing any single body—such as the state—as 

responsible for managing the conduct of citizens, this perspective recognizes that a whole 

variety of authorities govern in different sites, in relation to different objectives” (2006: 

85). This is argued to be the case for green consumption, in that consumers are entangled 

within and to some extent ‘produced’ through programmes of green consumption in a 

variety of spheres including government programs such as municipal recycling or 

composting plans, media outlets such as magazine and television programs and 

advertisements, and retail choices such as those in grocery, clothing and book stores. All 
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of these various sites of consumption are involved in creating opportunities for specific 

trajectories of green consumption as well as reflect locations in which green consumption 

is governable. Therefore, the utility of studies in governmentality is that the emphasis 

remains on the abundance and ubiquity of green consumer options and the discursive 

construction of the terrain in which they are found.  

 

Advanced Liberalism 
  

Contemporary Euro- North American society is argued by theorists of 

governmentality to experience conditions of advanced liberal government (Barry et al., 

1996; Rose, 1999). Identifying dominant rationalities of government is important for 

studies of governmentality because it allows for an exploration of social conditions by 

relating its emergence with techniques of governing. Indeed, Rose (1999) identifies this 

and states that “Foucault’s own work on governmentality implied that one could identify 

specific political rationalizations emerging in precise sites and at specific historical 

moments, and underpinned by coherent systems of thought, and that one could also show 

how different kinds of calculations, strategies and tactics were linked to each” (1999: 24). 

Thus, as rationalities of advanced liberalism are identified within various social, political 

and economic spheres, and as chapter four highlights, in green consumption, specific 

techniques can be identified which reflect the ways in which these techniques attempt to 

govern. As such, an understanding of advanced liberalism, as identified by authors of 

governmentality, is crucial for highlighting the ways in which green consumption is 

rendered governable.  
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Studies of governmentality are interested in understanding the interplay of forces 

that produce and constitute human relations. Rose (1999) identifies liberalism as a certain 

ethos of governing, “one which seeks to avoid the twin dangers of governing too much, 

and thereby distorting or destroying the operation of the natural laws of those zones upon 

which good government depends – families, markets, society, personal autonomy and 

responsibility – and governing too little” (Rose, 1999: 70). Barry et al. (1996) suggest that 

Foucault’s investigation into liberalism has created the opportunity for queries into how 

the ordering of social life has changed. Foucault’s discussion of liberalism differs from 

perspectives found in political philosophy in that he does not speak of a liberal “period,” 

nor is he concerned with the history of the philosophical ideas of liberty or of rights. 

Instead, Foucault discusses liberalism in terms of an ethos of government which “is not 

about governing less but about the continual injunction that politicians and rulers should 

govern cautiously, delicately, economically, modestly” (Barry et al., 1996: 8). Thus, 

liberal governance is characterized by the invention of certain ways of trying to govern 

persons in accordance with freedom and an avoidance of governing populations in an 

overtly dominating manner. According to Rose (1999), the importance of liberalism “is 

that for the first time the arts of government were systematically linked to the practice of 

freedom” (Rose, 1999: 68). Although Foucault did not discuss liberalism in terms of a 

historical period, both Rose (1999) and Barry et al. (1996) explain that Foucault saw the 

emergence of liberal governance in the early nineteenth century when the rationality of 

government turned from a perspective of totality, such as the rationality of police, to the 

perspective of freedom. Indeed, it is explained that liberal governing “is an art of 

governing that arises as a critique of excessive government—a search for a technology of 

government that can address the recurrent complaint that authorities are governing too 
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much” (Rose et al., 2006: 84). Therefore, central to liberal government is the notion of 

freedom and its ability to incite a sense of liberty as well as responsibility6. 

Having established a general understanding of liberalism as an ethos of governing, 

and with an in-depth discussion on freedom still to come, we are left to consider advanced 

liberalism7. The distinction between liberal and advanced liberal forms of governing is 

argued to be a shift towards the authorization of expertise for social governance and can 

be seen as arising in the 1970s and 1980s (O’Malley, 2004: 71). This time frame is also 

relevant for the green consumer movement because as Darier (1996) points out, “the 

creation of ministries of the environment – or other governmental agencies or procedures 

dealing with the ‘environment’ – in industrialised countries dates from only the 1970s” 

(1996: 592). Thus, the rise of advanced liberalism is important to consider as it coincides 

with the beginnings of a new way in which the environment was perceived as governable. 

Furthermore, Oels (2005) argues that advanced liberal government “employs market 

forces to guarantee freedom from excessive state intervention and bureaucracy” (2005: 

191). This highlights that advanced liberal governance becomes concerned with subunits 

such as communities, families and consumers who are conceptualized and positioned as 

                                                 
6 The perspective that liberal government entails a process of governing from a distance and through 
technologies of freedom is particularly important for my analysis in chapter four. The programmes of green 
consumption I investigate, Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint, exemplify this approach as well as 
draw on techniques of government that govern through concepts of freedom and choice rather than direct 
coercive tactics for shaping action. It is thus important to emphasize that Foucault does not see tactics of 
liberal government as a process of less government, as governing through freedom and choice remain 
effective methods for the conduct of conduct.    
7 For my purposes, I have chosen to favour the term advanced liberalism for situating green consumption 
instead of neo-liberalism. My rationale reflects the distinction made by Dean (1999). Dean argues that neo-
liberalism refers to “specific styles of the general mentality of rule” while advanced liberalism designates 
“the broader realm of various assemblages of rationalities, technologies and agencies that constitute the 
characteristic ways of governing in contemporary liberal democracies” (1999: 149). Thus, neo-liberalism 
must be seen as “occupying a field of contestation in which there are multiple rationalities of government 
and a plurality of varieties of neo-liberalism” (Dean, 1999: 150). In other words, advanced liberalism 
should be taken to connote a broader concept in which the multiplicities of conditions shaping current 
modes of governing encompass a range of possibilities. It furthermore takes into consideration that 
mentalities of governing are plural and take shape in a variety of locales and towards a variety of ends.   
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rational and responsible subjects who are inextricably linked with market forces and thus 

governed in this way. 

This begs the question, how did advanced liberal perspectives of government 

become established? According to Dean (1999), the rise of the welfare state was a time 

when governments implemented techniques of social intervention in an effort to safe 

guard the health of society through the health of the economy by regulating variables such 

as unemployment and inflation (Dean, 1999: 150). During this time, a new formula for 

the exercise of rule came about and the authority of expertise became “inextricably linked 

to the formal political apparatus of rule…” and a variety of “professionals” were invested 

with an authority “to act as experts in the devices of social rule” (Barry et al., 1996: 40). 

Thus, during the reforms that are argued to characterize the welfare state we see the ethos 

of liberalism diversify and take root in pockets of social services. For advanced liberal 

rule, the importance of this is found in the “implanting in citizens the aspiration to pursue 

their own civility, wellbeing and advancement,” a process which advanced liberalism 

embraced by relocating “experts within a market governed by the rationalities of 

competition, accountability and consumer demand” (Barry et al., 1996: 41). Therefore, 

advanced liberalism is exemplified by a process of governing through freedom whereby 

individuals are situated as free choosing individuals who have ‘no choice but to choose.’ 

 

Freedom  
 

Within the governmentality literature, the concept of freedom surfaces as a 

component and technique of advanced liberal government. Theorists such as Rose (1999) 

and Barry et al. (1996) shed light on various tools for governing and undertake the 
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examination of freedom to reveal its discursive properties. Barry et al. (1996) outline the 

importance of freedom as a concept in Foucault’s work: 

The possibilities for liberal forms of freedom may historically depend upon the 
exercise of discipline. Freedom, in a liberal sense, should thus not be equated with 
anarchy, but with a kind of well-regulated and “responsibilized” liberty. The task, 
according to Foucault, was not to denounce the idea of liberty as a fiction, but to 
analyze the conditions within which the practice of freedom has been possible. 
[…] Foucault’s concern here might be characterized as an attempt to link the 
analysis of the constitution of freedom with that of the exercise of rule; that is, 
with the extent to which freedom has become, in our so-called “free-societies,” a 
resource for, and not merely a hindrance to, government. (Barry et al. 1996: 8) 

 

This quote suggests that freedom is often considered to be the opposing end of the 

spectrum from discipline and governing. However, governmentality allows us to 

recognize that rationalities of liberalism have often employed the rhetoric of freedom in 

order to govern populations. Rose (1999) suggests, “discipline seeks to reshape the ways 

in which each individual, at some future point, will conduct him- or herself in a space of 

regulated freedom” (Rose, 1999: 22). Once again, the interconnection of mentalities of 

government can be seen as interacting in a productive manner; practices of discipline can 

produce an opportunity for freedom. Hayek (1979) argues that “man has not developed in 

freedom … Freedom is an artifact of civilization … Freedom was made possible by the 

gradual evolution of the discipline of civilization which is at the same time the discipline 

of freedom” (quoted in Rose, 1999: 67). The lure of freedom is an instrument of 

government, one that has the ability to motivate individuals with minimal contestation of 

its existence. Indeed, the existence of freedom remains highly taken for granted and in 

advance liberal forms of government we find a “general promise, a promise of happiness 

to the citizen who partakes in his own freedom” (Bell, 1996: 81). From this perspective, 
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freedom is a central component of advanced liberal government as it discursively works 

to foster responsible individuals through the allure of gaining greater freedom.   

For a better understanding of the implications of advanced liberalism and freedom 

for green consumption, I would like to consider again the arguments made by Slater 

(1997). Writing from the perspective of a theorist of consumer culture, Slater (1997) 

presents an argument which resonates with those already discussed. He argues that “while 

consumer culture appears universal because it is depicted as a land of freedom in which 

everyone can be a consumer, it is also felt to be universal because everyone must be a 

consumer: this particular freedom is compulsory” (Slater, 1997: 27 original emphasis). 

Furthermore, the idea that freedom can be gained through consumption is argued to be 

inextricably linked to the notion of choice8. He suggests “‘consumer sovereignty’ is an 

extremely compelling image of freedom: apart from the modern right to choose our 

intimate partners, it provides one of the few tangible and mundane experiences of 

freedom which feels personally significant to modern subjects” (Slater, 1997: 27). Thus, 

Slater (1997) pungently demonstrates the significance of the concept of freedom within 

the field of consumer culture. Drawing upon the arguments raised regarding freedom in 

advanced liberal government, green consumers can be seen as navigating through 

discursive constructions of the world of commodities wherein the concept of freedom 

contextualize the choices being made. 

                                                 
8 Critics of choice discourse often point to the class distinction between those who can choose and those 
who are restrained in their choices by their lack of resources. For instance, Power (2005) employs the lens 
of governmentality to research the experiences of lone mothers living on government assistance. Her article 
astutely demonstrates the impact of lower household incomes on the choices the women made. Thus, 
although the women felt they were making choices, their choices were often considered to be sacrifices. For 
instance, Power notes “using all the resources available to them, participants felt that they were able to 
provide their children with what they considered ‘the basics’, sometimes at significant cost to themselves” 
(2005: 656). For more on criticisms of choice and consumption see also Lury (1996) and Princen et al. 
(2002). 
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Choice  
 

The rhetoric of choice is closely connected with the notion of freedom, as freedom 

is often thought to be obtained through the ability to choose for one’s self. Rose (1999) 

explains that in advanced liberal forms of government, “freedom is seen as autonomy, the 

capacity to realize one’s desires in one’s secular life, to fulfill one’s potential through 

one’s own endeavours, to determine the course of one’s own existence through acts of 

choice” (1999: 84). Furthermore, Rose (1999) posits that from a governmentality 

perspective, individuals in advanced liberal societies “must interpret their past and dream 

their future as outcomes of choices made and of choices still to make. Their choices are, 

in turn, seen as realizations of the attributes of the choosing person – expressions of 

personality – and reflect back upon the person who has made them” (1999: 87). Rose 

(1999) therefore points to the significance of choice in creating advanced liberal subjects 

who engage in identity construction through personalized choices. Sassatelli (2007) 

provides us with a complementary argument from the area of consumer culture and 

suggests the concept of consumer choice is significant for both the consumer and the 

producer. She argues that “while boycotts draw on consumers’ ability to refuse certain 

goods, alternative consumption choices or ‘buycotts’ critically address contemporary 

consumer culture from within” (Sassatelli, 2007: 186). This suggests that choosing, or not 

choosing, products is a significant aspect of ‘alternative consumption,’ as well as, I would 

argue, green consumption. Although the concept of choice is constrained in that choice 

can also be understood as a process of selection amongst the choices available, both 

theorists of governmentality and consumer culture maintain that choice, as with freedom, 

provide individuals with the opportunity to feel autonomous. In other words, advanced 
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liberal mentalities of government are able to govern from a distance through the market in 

a productive rather than repressive or constraining manner.  

It may appear to some that the governmentality literature, and its exploration of 

how individuals are governed and directed, is erasing the agency of consumers. However 

this would be incorrect. Studies of governmentality are certainly drawn to examinations 

of how power structures imbedded within the advanced liberal method of governance 

employs the rhetoric of freedom to encourage action in a desirable direction. However, 

within this advanced liberal mentalities of rule, individuals are necessarily positioned as 

agents of their own destination. To recall the arguments made by Slater (1997) in the 

previous chapter, we find an explanation of the productive, rather than repressive, aspects 

of this type of rule. He argues “within the tradition of liberalism, consumer sovereignty 

means […] that consumers have sovereignty over their own needs, desires, wants, 

identities. Individuals have both the right and the ability to formulate their own plans and 

projects” (Slater, 1997: 34). Indeed, governmentality demonstrates that the rise of liberal 

forms of government was a response to criticisms of an omnipotent form of government 

and thus in turn began to rule at arms length. Consequently, consumers came to be 

situated as rational and calculating individuals and as people who, when faced with 

choices, would choose particular options upon their own volition.     

 

Responsibility 
 

The final component of advanced liberalism I discuss is the idea of responsibility 

as it is found in the governmentality literature. On the subject of responsibility, Dean 

(1999) cites comments made by Margaret Thatcher in an interview in 1987. In the 
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interview, Thatcher states, “there is no such thing as society. There are individual men 

and women, and there are families […] and people must look to themselves first. It is our 

duty to look after ourselves, and then to look after our neighbour” (Thatcher quoted in 

Dean, 1999: 151). This perspective vividly draws out the responsibilizing tone of 

advanced liberalism as well as the critique of ‘too much’ government. Barry et al. (1996) 

reinforce this idea and argue, “liberal strategies of government thus becomes dependent 

upon devices […] that promise to create individuals who do not need to be governed by 

others, but will govern themselves, master themselves, care for themselves” (Barry et al., 

1996: 45). Therefore, advanced liberal mentalities of governing encourage individuals to 

be responsible for themselves and to govern themselves according to their freedom. 

Supporting this perspective, Rose (1999) argues 

the project of responsible citizenship has been fused with individuals’ projects for 
themselves. What began as a social norm here ends as a personal desire. 
Individuals act upon themselves and their families in terms of the languages, 
values and techniques made available to them by professions, disseminated 
through the apparatuses of the mass media or sought out by the troubled through 
the market. Thus, in a very significant sense, it has become possible to govern 
without governing society – to govern through the ‘responsibilized’ and 
‘educated’ anxieties and aspirations of individuals and their families (1999: 88) 
 

 

What Rose (1999) suggests is that rhetorics of choice are a powerful mechanism for 

responsibilizing consumers. As rhetorics of choice surface, so does the possibility of 

making the wrong choice. Due to the individualizing nature of choice and freedom, the 

onus for making informed decisions is placed on the individual while the role of 

government becomes less about rowing and more about steering.  

I argue in this thesis that the above points effectively describe the conditions 

found within the terrain of green consumption as it is situated in the language of choice 
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and freedom, which is further exemplified in the next chapter. However, not only is the 

green consumer faced with responsibilizing techniques of advanced liberalism; 

consumers also encounter the moralistic language of environmentalism. For example 

David Suzuki (2003), a well-known Canadian environmentalist, tells us “our consumption 

is far beyond anything necessary for survival, and society’s hyperconsumption is driven 

by the billions of dollars spent annually to make us want things” (2003: 124). Suzuki 

(2003), intent on reconfiguring the perception of nature as valuable beyond economic 

measure, reinforces the responsible language found elsewhere in advanced liberalism. To 

reiterate the arguments above, individuals are not only urged to make choices, but are 

faced with having to make the right decisions. Thus, for the green consumer, the urge 

toward making responsible choices is interconnected with techniques of advanced 

liberalism as well as philosophies of environmentalism. The following section engages 

with four authors who have undertaken governmental analyses of environmentalism, also 

known as studies in environmentality9.  

 

Environmentality 
  

There has been minimal work done in the area of environmentalism and 

governmentality. The perspectives offered by the authors who have taken up this agenda, 

Luke (1999), Agrawal (2005), Darier (1999) and Oels (2005) in particular, pose questions 

along a common thread: how has the environment been rendered governable? The 

                                                 
9 Enviornmentality titles Agrawal’s (2005) book who explains the approach as one that is concerned with 
power/knowledge, institutions, and subjectivities to “elucidate the shift in knowledges and forms of 
government that accompanied changes institutionalized by the colonial government and its successor 
administrators” in the rural village of Kumaon in India (Agrawal, 2005: xii). 
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arguments made by these authors are discussed below to illustrate the value of 

governmentality for shedding light on matters of environmentalism. Furthermore, these 

authors provide valuable insight into how conditions of advanced liberalism can be found 

in the field of environmentalism. I demonstrate that although there exists a small body of 

work employing governmentality to investigate questions regarding the environment, 

there remains a gap in the literature with regards to green consumption.  

 Luke (1999) employs a governmental lens which he terms ‘green 

governmentality’ to examine environmentalism and suggests that “environmental 

protection issues, ranging from resource conservation to sustainable development to 

ecosystem restoration, are getting greater consideration in the name of creating jobs, 

maintaining growth, or advancing technological development” (123). Consequently, his 

scope maintains a focus on what he terms geo-economics to argue that an interest in 

environmental protection by nation states is rooted in the drive to establish economic 

stability. For instance, he argues that “the oil crises of the 1970s first recentred elite and 

popular thinking about the tie between national economic productivity, natural resources 

and nationalistic competitiveness within a global economy” (Luke, 1999: 125). 

Furthermore, Luke’s (1999) investigation points to a historical juncture, the 1970s and on, 

as a time which techniques for governing the environment began to shift. He suggests that 

in the United States, the environment became conceived as something governable after 

the cold war and particularly in the 1990s during the Clinton and Gore administration 

(1999: 123). During this time, “the project of ‘sustainability,’ whether one speaks of 

sustainable development, growth or use in relation to Earth’s ecologies, embodies [a] new 

responsibility for the life processes in the American state’s rationalized harmonization of 

political economy with global ecology as a form of green geopolitics” (Luke, 1999: 124). 
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The environment thus became an interest for state governments because it was seen as yet 

another facet of human life that needed to be administered in order to safe guard the 

longevity of human life. He argues that “all natural resources, then, become strategic geo-

power assets to be mobilized, not only for growth and wealth production, but also for 

market domination and power creation” (Luke 1999: 125). Thus, Luke (1999) employs 

governmentality to suggest that a rise in environmental attention reflects a geo-economic 

interest in securing natural resources as a way to secure the success of nation states. 

 Luke’s (1999) governmental analysis on environmentalism focuses on uncovering 

“global political economy” strategies to suggest ways in which the environment has come 

to be subsumed in nation state agendas for economic prosperity (1999: 134). His 

contribution to this rather small body of work lies in his assertion that geo-economic 

interests have shaped the direction of environmental action in the United States and that 

these actions are predicated on a particular set of environmental knowledge. Luke (1999) 

describes “eco-knowledge” as a set of variables that need to be “known” in order to 

govern populations towards environmentally favourable ends10 (1999: 138). Examples of 

eco-knowledge are identified by Luke (1999) as: “how to define aspirations for a better 

life, what constitutes basic needs, when to manage economic growth, why to improve 

technology, where to organize environmental resources, who is to judge the ability of 

[the] biosphere to absorb human pressures” and that these questions, and subsequent 

“truths,” frame the knowledge upon which populations become governed (1999: 138). 

Thus, eco-knowledge must be seen as working within the power/knowledge framework 

because the truths that emerge are intrinsically tied to the set of questions being asked. 

                                                 
10 The concept of eco-knowledge is returned to in the next chapter as I discuss ways in which green 
consumption is subject to programmes that effectively create and reinforce categories of green within the 
market. 
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Luke (1999) suggests the implication of this is that administrative ‘truths’ or managerial 

‘knowledges’ on the environment operate as dominant discourses: “inasmuch as they 

classify, organize and legitimate larger understandings of ecological reality, such 

discourses can authorize or invalidate the options for constructing particular institutions, 

practices or concepts in society at large” (Luke, 1999: 134). Therefore, Luke’s (1999) 

work contributes to the environmentality literature by examining the governance of the 

environment by nation states and ways in which geo-economic interests shape eco-

knowledge in the United States.  

Luke’s (1999) investigation has clear merit in contributing to the governmentality 

literature on environmentalism. However, his focus on nation state governance lacks a 

discussion on the types of eco-knowledges operating in other spheres of governance. 

Luke (1999) veers away from exploring specific examples of eco-knowledges at work, 

leaving the reader with a vague understanding of their fields of operation and the shape 

they have taken. My thesis addresses the lack of inquiry in this area by drawing on Eco 

Labels and the Ecological Footprint as examples of ways in which eco-knowledges are 

created and deployed within the terrain of green consumption. 

 Agrawal (2005) is another governmentality author who has investigated ways in 

which the environment has become governable. The focus of the author’s investigation is 

India and presents a case study of Kumaon in North India to look at “how new 

technologies to govern the environment have emerged over the past 150 years in India” 

(Agrawal, 2005: xiii). Agrawal (2005) suggests his research found “two underlying 

discursive beliefs about the natural world: (1) nature is an entity discrete from humans 

and endangered by reckless human actions; and (2) this endangered nature needs 

protection, which can be generated in the form of careful government” (2005: 201). His 
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research extensively covers a shift in environmental action in Kumaon, one which was 

directed towards the conservation of forests, to demonstrate how environmental subjects 

were created. Agrawal’s (2005) study maintains a localized focus on the conditions in 

Kumaon, a rural village whose inhabitants are dependent on agriculture, and describes the 

movement towards conservation of forests in the area as a response to dire conditions of 

resource depletion. The detailed study presents an historical account of government 

regulations of forests in the area, as well as resistance on behalf of the villagers who 

found themselves with “limited or no rights left in the [forest] reserves” (Agrawal, 2005: 

3).  

This localized study provides a valuable contribution to the environmentality 

literature as he vividly demonstrates how environmental matters, with regards to the 

management of forests, became governed according to liberal mentalities of rule: “the 

villagers [were] permitted to govern their forests under a general set of framing 

guidelines” articulated by the United Provinces (Agrawal, 2005: 5). Thus, the inhabitants 

of Kumaon became responsible for the management of their forests in conjunction with 

state directives in an effort to maintain a sense of agency. In doing so, Agrawal (2005) 

argues the villagers were cast, and casted themselves, as environmental subjects. Briefly, 

I would like to highlight the argument made by Agrawal (2005) regarding the making of 

environmental subjects as it is the crux of his argument, as well as its contribution to my 

current research.  

 Agrawal argues that in his study of environmental initiatives in Kumaon, the 

villagers came to be situated as environmental subjects. To understand this process, 

Agrawal (2005) asks “when and for what reason do socially situated actors come to care 

for, act, and think of their actions in relation to something they define as the 
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environment?” (2005: 164). The villagers, he suggests, did not always view the 

environment as an entity separate from individuals that needed to be regulated and 

managed. But rather, specific conditions emerged which allowed the residents to view the 

environment in this way enabling them to become environmental subjects. For Agrawal 

(2005), these conditions emerged as a result of the United Provinces’ decision to 

prioritize the conservation of forests as justified through a particular set of knowledges, 

primarily mathematics and statistics. The author suggests, “after the late-nineteenth-

century, quantification became the preferred means of representing forests as well as 

advancing and defending claims over them” (Agrawal, 2005: 33). Thus, this production 

of knowledge enabled the government to claim responsibility over the environment, as an 

empirical entity, and in turn to implement conservation efforts based on their data. 

Indeed, Agrawal (2005) states that “widespread involvement in specific regulatory 

practices is tightly linked to the emergence of a greater concern for the environment and 

the creation of environmental subjects” (Agrawal, 2005: 164).  

The concept of subject is explained by Agrawal (2005) as connoting actors or 

agents who arise out of modes of governance. A more concise explanation of subjects is 

found in Rose (1999) who argues that subjects are “those over whom government is to be 

exercised, and whose characteristics government must harness and instrumentalize” (40). 

Thus, the creation of subjects can be understood as the absorption of governance by 

individuals who in turn become self-governing (Barry et al, 1996: 235). For Agrawal 

(2005), the emergence of environmental subjects in Kumaon involved complex 

interactions between the villagers and government officials which resulted in the creation 

of environmental subjects who claimed responsibility for the conservation of forests in an 

effort to preserve their way of life (2005: 198).  
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Extrapolating Agrawal’s (2005) arguments and observations in an effort to apply 

his research to my work risks an over simplification of the uniqueness and complexity of 

his study. However, his work regarding the creation of environmental subjects in Kumaon 

is valuable as it demonstrates a significant contribution of a governmental analysis to the 

study of environmentalism. With regards to my study of green consumption, we find a 

move towards not simply creating an environmentally minded subject, but rather a green 

consumer subject. The green consumer is therefore not only urged in the direction of 

being green, but of being green through their consumption. The green consumer subject is 

thus urged to react to environmental degradation by purchasing green consumer goods or, 

in some cases, through the adoption of the perspective of sustainability in their consumer 

choices.  

In her article, Oels (2005) argues that “social constructivist and discourse 

analytical perspectives on climate change have highlighted the extent to which climate 

change is the social product of discursive struggles rather than a naturally given problem” 

(185). Her article argues that the governance of the environment had undergone a shift of 

governmentality from biopower to advanced liberal government in Western industrialized 

countries during the mid-1980s (Oels, 2005: 186). During her introduction and account of 

Foucault and governmentality, Oels (2005) points to an explanation of government that is 

useful for the work at hand. The author explains that “the term ‘governance’ highlights 

the ways in which the power to govern is now dispersed between multiple actors 

(including private actors) and levels of government” (Oels, 2005: 188). This reinforces 

my research agenda for I employ an analytics of government to examine how green 

consumers are governed in a multitude of social spaces with an emphasis on 

consumption.  
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Oels (2005) describes biopower as a form of governance that is argued to have 

occurred in the eighteenth century11. The author explains that “biopower uses a 

combination of individualizing strategies aimed at disciplining individual bodies and 

totalizing strategies aimed at regulating the population” and suggests the military, police, 

health services and schooling as examples of this (2005: 190). The author argues that in 

the 1980s, welfare state approaches to governance came to be replaced by modes of 

advanced liberal government, which rest on market forces to guarantee freedom from 

excessive state intervention and bureaucracy. Oels (2005) suggests that “while society in 

biopower was still conceptualized as a domain of needs, advanced liberal government 

regards the population as a pool of resources whose potential for self-optimization needs 

to be unleashed” (2005: 191). Thus, the rise in advanced liberal governance reflects a 

concentration of government on subunits such as communities or families rather than 

society as a whole.  

With regards to environmentalism, Oels (2005) describes the shift in 

environmental governmentality from biopower to advanced liberalism as reflected in a 

shift in discourses. She states that “climate change started as an environmental issue 

framed in moral terms and is now mostly discussed in economic terms of cost-benefit 

analysis” claiming that moralizing discourses reflect an approach of biopower while 

economic approaches to the environment are symptomatic of advanced liberal forms of 

governance (2005: 197). The moral discourses are suggested to have emerged when 

“concerned” scientists, mostly from the North, “discovered” climate change and their 
                                                 
11 Rabinow and Rose (2006) suggest that bio-power is composed of various elements including truth 
discourses on the ‘vital’ character of living human beings, strategies for intervention predicated on these 
truths, and modes of subjectification “through which individuals are brought to work on themselves, under 
certain forms of authority, in relation [to] truth discourses, by means of practices of the self, in the name of 
their own life or health…” (Rabinow and Rose, 2006: 197). Bio-power thus points to the various ways in 
which populations came to be governed according to their biological nature. 
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expert discourses framed the problem in terms of an “issue of planetary management that 

required natural science expertise” (Oels, 2005: 198). Science, therefore, became the 

legitimate claims making body for formulating knowledge on climate change and the 

perspective maintained was one that perceived the problem as a global one with life on 

the entire planet needing to be managed and safeguarded through policies that called for a 

“rational and optimal use of natural resources” (Oels, 2005: 198). The shift to advanced 

liberal governance from biopower is argued to have occurred in the late 1970s and 1980s. 

During this time period, a shift occurred in the discursive space in which environmental 

questions were discussed. As mentioned above, advanced liberal mentalities of rule are 

exemplified by a focus on subunits rather than society, or the plant in this instance, which 

biopower exemplifies. Advance liberal approaches are reflected in the rise in concern of 

the costs of climate change and the costs of taking action.  

To support her argument, Oels (2005) looks to the Kyoto Protocol as an example 

of advanced liberal policy initiative and suggests it “draws on markets, technologies of 

agency and technologies of citizenship to create ‘responsible,’ ‘calculating’ member 

states” (2005: 199). The Kyoto Protocol exemplifies that a reduction in emissions and 

pollution is a matter of cost and not of morals. Therefore, the shift to advanced liberal 

government is reflected in a desire to render “climate change governable as an issue of 

state failure requiring market-based solutions or the creation of markets” whereas 

biopower sought to justify “far-ranging policy interventions and the extension of state 

power in the name of ‘survival’ of life on planet Earth” (Oels, 2005: 201).  

As a consequence of this shift, Oels (2005) suggests that the variation in aims of 

the two forms of government have implications for policy. Indeed, she argues that 

“climate stability was the entity to be secured by biopower, while advanced liberal 

 75



government renders economic growth as the entity to be secured from excessive climate 

protection costs” (Oels, 2005: 201). Thus, reflecting on policy development provides an 

opportunity for detecting the impact of shifts in mentalities of government.  

Oels (2005) contributes a valuable perspective to the governmentality literature on 

environmentalism by demonstrating the discursive shift from scientific legitimacy to 

economic rationality with regards to approaches on climate change. Her work further 

serves to emphasize a time frame for a shift in approaches to the governance of the 

environment, which collaborates, with other accounts of advanced liberalism. Oels’s 

(2005) argument suggesting a shift in environmental governance from biopower to 

advanced liberalism is congruent with my current research as I argue advanced liberalism 

is the dominant rationality operating within green consumption today. Furthermore, 

although my current research maintains a focus on advanced liberalism, this should not be 

taken to suggest it is the only mode of governance operating within Euro- North 

American society. Rather, choosing to maintain this approach, although limiting at times, 

allows me to demonstrate that rationalities of advanced liberalism are shaping the terrain 

of green consumption and consequently, produces particular types of green consumers – 

choosing, free and responsible subjects.  

The last author I examine in this section is Darier (1996a) who has carried out 

research in the area of environmental governmentality in Canada. Specifically, Darier 

(1996a) undertakes a textual study of Canada’s Green Plan, an ambitious policy 

developed and adopted by the federal government of Canada in 1990. During his analysis 

of Foucault and governmentality, Darier (1996a) reminds us that “power produces: it 

produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth” (Foucault, 1977: 194 

quoted in Darier, 1996a: 588). This particular conception of power is important in 
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Foucault’s work, which Darier’s (1996a) suggests “this ‘positive’ or ‘productive’ side of 

modern power means that control, and self-control, of the population is thought to be 

achievable by the standardization of individual and collective conducts through the 

normalisation of individual and collective subjectivity” (1996a: 588). Indeed, the 

productive aspects of the Green Plan play a central role in Darier’s (1996a) investigation.  

Darier (1996a) analyses the Green Plan - a lengthy 174 page document published 

by Environment Canada - to flesh out the ways in which the policy initiative employs 

what Foucault refers to as a process of normalization. With regards to the Green Plan, this 

involves “the training of the population into becoming an environmentally mobilized 

population” (Darier, 1996a: 593). Darier’s (1996a) study thus shares a perspective similar 

to Agrawal (2005) who suggests that increased environmental governance led to the 

creation of environmental subjects. The Green Plan was a result of a five-month public 

consultation process initiated by the Environment Minister at the time, Lucien Bouchard. 

According to Darier (1996a), the Green Plan states, “sustainable development is what we 

want to achieve. The Green Plan sets out how we are going to achieve it” (1990: 5 

original emphasis, quoted in Darier, 1996a: 593). Thus, two implications of the Green 

Plan can be identified: first is the identified goal of sustainability and second, the Green 

Plan is dependent on mobilizing civic participation in the direction of an envisioned 

sustainable Canada. Darier (1996a) explains the sustainable objectives of the Plan include 

“clean air, water and land; sustainable use of renewable resources; protection of spaces 

and species; preserving the Arctic; global environmental security; environmentally 

responsible decision-making; federal environmental stewardship; and emergency 

preparedness” with precise targets to define each of these objectives (1996a: 594). The 

second implication of the Green Plan involves developing new environmental conducts 
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that will achieve the aforementioned objectives. Indeed, the Green Plan recognizes the 

limitations of the state with regards to environmental action and acknowledges the 

importance of participation by its citizens. The Green Plan states “changing individual 

action is the key to environmental change overall. While an individual Canadian’s 

contribution to environmental degradation is small, the cumulative result of 25 million 

individual actions can be huge” (1990: 137 quoted in Darier, 1996a: 596). The 

mobilisation of the Canadian population towards environmental action is thus an explicit 

aim of the Green Plan and indeed, hinges upon the success of this mobilisation. 

According to Darier (1996a), the environmental mobilisation of the population as 

outlined in the Green Plan is achieved through two techniques: education and drills. Both 

of these techniques are discussed with regards to discipline and processes of 

normalisation. Environmental drills are explained as reflecting a similar process as the 

routinization of movement of soldiers explained by Foucault (1977). For example, Darier 

(1996a) looks at recycling programs and the required preparing, sorting and storing of 

materials in appropriate containers for collection on specific days. The technique of 

education is identified by Darier (1996a) as a means for the regulation of autonomy. As 

the example of recycling demonstrates, the process of normalization and routinization 

converges with the expectation that consumers of the program are informed on the 

benefits of recycling as well as the process of preparing, sorting and storing. Thus, 

providing consumers with the information or education about environmental programmes 

reinforce the expected drills while also acting as a technique for mobilizing consumers to 

participate in projects of environmental living. The technique of information as a tool for 

directing conduct is further explored in chapter four.  
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Darier (1996a) also briefly touches upon the ‘EcoLogo’ and raises a point which 

is closely aligned with my research topic. The EcoLogo was introduced in June 1988 and 

is represented by three doves intertwined to form a maple leaf. The purpose of the logo is 

to identify “products that pose less of an environmental burden” (1990: 138 quoted in 

Darier, 1996a: 600). Within its agenda, The Green Plan proposes to increase funding for 

the EcoLogo in order to support an increase in the marketing of these goods. Darier 

(1996a) states: 

Obviously, the EcoLogo is an attempt to discipline individuals as consumers. As 
we cannot escape shopping on a regular basis, the increasing presence of the 
EcoLogo has the same power effects as the panopticon. It trains individuals to 
become model prisoners or environmental consumers in a self-regulating manner 
(1996a: 600; original emphasis). 
 

 

Therefore, Darier (1996a) presents insight into how official government policy enables 

the state to govern populations through the market and how the Green Plan is productive; 

it produces guidelines for environmental mobilisation. Indeed, the Green Plan, as 

highlighted by Darier (1996a), proves to be a fruitful source for insight into the 

governmentality of environmentalism in Canada. Drawing on examples of recycling 

programs and the EcoLogo, effects of discipline and normalization are found to be 

attempts at mobilizing and responsibilizing the Canadian population. Darier’s (1996a) 

work thus offers a valuable contribution to the literature of environmentality. 

 Darier’s (1996a) investigation into the EcoLogo employs governmentality to 

examine a somewhat distinct aspect of Eco Labelling as the analysis presented shortly in 

chapter four. Darier’s (1996a) focus on discipline and normalisation engages ideas 

regarding the ways in which government policy, as an effect of power, attempts to govern 

aspects of individual daily life (Darier, 1996a: 601). The analysis I undertake in chapter 
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four examines the ways in which Eco Labels operate in a sphere of freedom employing 

techniques of information to appeal to the choices of consumers. Thus, as overlap does 

occur between Darier’s (1996a) work and the work in this project, particularly the 

perspective that information can be a powerful tool for directing consumers, the focus of 

his analysis reflects a rather different set of questions from the governmentality 

perspective. Indeed, Darier’s (1996a) interest in practices of normalisation as they occur 

through environmental discipline as outlined in government policy, demonstrates once 

more the richness of governmentality studies for shedding light on topics of 

environmentalism.  

These four governmentality-orientated studies of environmentalism demonstrate 

the diversity of such studies. Two common lines of inquiry can be identified within the 

literature: first is the question of how the environment has been rendered governable and 

second is the implication of the governance of the environment. For Luke (1999), the 

governance of the environment was spurred by a crisis in natural resources, oil 

specifically, which led to a response in government to protect and secure natural 

resources. Thus, Luke’s (1999) green governmentality purports that environmental 

governance is yet another means by which governments attempt to secure their economic 

prosperity. Agrawal (2005) points to the role of statistics and quantification for rendering 

the environment governable in Kumaon and that state intervention in the preservation of 

forest and the creation of land reserves led to the creation of environment subjects. Oels 

(2005) suggests that the environment has been rendered governable by discursive 

practices and employs the theory of governmentality to suggest the realm of 

environmentalism has undergone a shift in governance from a scientific approach 

resonating with biopower to an economic rationale of advanced liberalism. Lastly, Darier 
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demonstrates the value of examining environmental policy, the Green Plan specifically, 

as a technique for mobilizing environmental action through techniques of discipline and 

normalisation. Drawing on the example of recycling, Darier effectively emphasizes the 

ways in which environmental action is regulated and monitored according to particular 

guidelines. 

 

Conclusion  
 

This chapter introduced the work of Michel Foucault and his theory of 

governmentality. The discussion on advanced liberalism and the concepts of freedom, 

choice and responsibility highlight conditions currently shaping techniques of 

government in Euro- North America. Specifically, these conditions are argued to frame 

the terrain of green consumption wherein consumers are provided opportunities for the 

exercise choice in a space of freedom, although this freedom is ultimately bound and 

constrained. In what follows I will build on this and argue that specific concepts of 

freedom and choice are embedded in the terrain of green consumption through techniques 

of information and calculation enabling a new form of subject to emerge: the rational, 

calculative, responsible and informed green consumer.  

The body of literature employing governmentality to discuss the topic of the 

environment provides rich and varied perspectives on the implications of government. 

Although each author contributes insights into questions of government, the study of 

green consumption remains unexplored from a perspective of governmentality. The next 

chapter explores practices of Eco Labelling to shed light on a process that reinforces and 

shapes the terrain of green consumption and a way in which opportunities for 
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participating in green consumption are created. This is followed by a discussion on the 

Ecological Footprint and situates the Footprint as a tool for calculating individual 

contributions to environmental degradation.  
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Chapter Four – Environmentalities: Eco Labelling and EcoFootprinting 
 

 

Introduction 
 

Through the lens of governmentality, I situate green consumption as a socially 

organized practice that is created and maintained through regimes of stabilization and 

identification. The process of assembling green consumption into a stable practice draws 

upon techniques of information, advertising, and overall identifying which goods and 

services possess green qualities. These processes are vital because green consumption is 

not composed of inherently green qualities. Rather, green consumption is dependent upon 

its creation and recreation by both producers and consumers. In what follows, two 

examples are discussed as ways in which the terrain of green consumption is being 

organized and stabilized through the production of opportunities for participating in 

practices identified as green consumption. In this analysis, I demonstrate the contribution 

of governmentality to the study of green consumption as it provides the theoretical 

framework to identify and problematize established modes of organizing green 

consumption. Theorists such as Rose explain that studies of government take into 

question dimensions of our history to demonstrate how various endeavours to shape, 

guide and direct the conduct of others have occurred through “more or less rationalized 

schemes, programmes, techniques and devices which seek to shape conduct so as to 

achieve certain ends” (Rose, 1999: 3). The examples discussed below explore the ability 

for programmes of green consumption to create opportunities and act as tools for enabling 
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the entrepreneurial green consumer. In effect, these programmes of green consumption 

provide an arsenal for consumers to accumulate and assemble into a green identity, 

lifestyle and subjectivity. Thus, in this chapter I demonstrate that green consumption did 

not only arise as a market response to consumer demand, as proponents of the production 

led perspective would suggest (see chapter two). Rather, through the lens of 

governmentality, green consumption is understood as a terrain that not necessarily 

systematically attempts to shape, manage, guide, and direct by various groups, 

organizations, businesses, governments and individuals. Furthermore, advanced liberal 

approaches of government are identified during the analysis as they are reflected in the 

techniques employed by the programmes of Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint.  

The first part of my analysis explores Eco Labelling which is discussed as a 

technique for mobilizing consumers in the direction of green consumption. Eco Labels 

are argued to constitute practices that help create the category ‘green’ through the 

development and application of environmental criteria to goods and services. The process 

of creating green goods also requires the deployment of a green signal in order for 

consumers to know that a beneficial environmental relationship exists. Thus, Eco Labels 

are analyzed as tools for directing green consumers by employing technologies of 

information. From the perspective of governmentality, information is a technique that 

enables the conduct of conduct wherein green consumers are situated as agents whose 

choice making capacities can be harnessed and guided through the provision of 

information. This analysis therefore denaturalizes Eco Labels as taken-for-granted 

elements of the terrain and suggests that these labels articulate constructed green 

meanings that appeal to consumers through the concept of choice.  
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The second aspect of green consumption I investigate is the Ecological Footprint 

and the concept of sustainability upon which it rests. The design of the Footprint is 

discussed as a technique of calculation that enables consumers to govern themselves. The 

focus of the Ecological Footprint is the reduction of consumption as its underlying 

philosophy positions consumption, and therefore consumers, as the predominant cause of 

global degradation. The focus on consumption is emphasized as it is argued to 

individualize the problem of environmental degradation. Furthermore, the Footprint is 

explained as an environmental tool that casts consumers in the position of needing to self-

govern their consumption and effectively, attempts to direct consumers according to the 

concept of freedom. As a technique of government operating within the terrain of green 

consumption, the Ecological Footprint responsibilizes consumers towards managing their 

selves as agents of their own freedom within the context of consumption. 

The Ecological Footprint and Eco Labels have different goals with regards to the 

direction of consumers. Eco Labels are programmed to direct consumers towards the 

purchase of green labeled goods, suggesting that Eco Labels are legitimate markers for 

participating in a project of environmental living. The Ecological Footprint however, is an 

attempt to persuade consumers that their current levels of consumption are unsustainable 

and that the solution to the degradation of the planet is through reduced levels of 

consumption. Although these programmes are apparently mandated according to different 

perspectives, their commonalities lie in the advanced liberal approach for achieving their 

ends. In both programmes, consumers are situated as self-reflexive agents who, if 

equipped with the proper tools and information, will become environmentally responsible 

in their choices. The concepts of choice and freedom thus surface in the analyses that 

follow and demonstrate that both programmes encourage the development of an 
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environmental subject. In the examples explored, the subject is imbedded within an 

advanced liberal framework wherein the subject is an individual who possesses the 

agency to make choices, and to perceive these choices as operating in a field of freedom. 

My analysis thus draws from Slater’s (2007) argument that  

the consumer is the epitome of the liberal individual, and consumerism can be 
seen as a pre-eminent social training ground in its ethical production. It is where 
we apply ourselves, at the most intimate and detailed levels, the operations by 
which we understand ourselves in terms of choice. Yet for Foucault, unlike for 
liberalism, becoming a choosing self is not liberation but a strategy of modern 
governance (1997: 61) 

 

From this perspective, my analysis draws out the ways in which Eco Labels and the 

Ecological Footprint engage consumers as enterprising subjects who govern themselves. 

The aim of my investigation is critical, but not critique. It is intended to lay the 

conceptual groundwork to help make criticism possible.   

 

Eco Labels as Programmes of Government 
 

An important aspect of consumer culture is the multitude of informational devices 

aimed at persuading consumers in the direction of various purchases. A consumer survey 

cited by Horne (2009) found that “97% of those surveyed indicated that there ‘was more 

stuff to read than I could ever dream of reading’ and 92% indicated that they felt 

‘surrounded’ by information” (Lloyd, 2006 cited in Horne, 2009: 179). A common 

method for communicating information to consumers is through the labeling of products 

with words, symbols, tables or lists of ingredients that communicate meaning in addition 

to, and beyond, the description of the product. Theorists of branding have emphasized the 

significance of brands and logos to suggest that these symbols encapsulate cultural 
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meaning. According to Arvidsson (2006) brand management and image construction 

became a focus in marketing in the 1980s, which established brands, logos and labels as 

“central components of the social fabric [of consumption] and as a ubiquitous medium for 

the construction of a common social world” (Arvidsson, 2006: 3). Thus, Arvidsson 

(2006) suggests that companies use brands and labels to provide stability by actively 

creating and reinforcing, through tools such as advertising campaigns, meanings and 

ideas about the brands and products. The labeling of products is an important component 

of green consumption as most products employ labeling programs or logos in order to 

make an environmental declaration known. This process of labeling goods with 

environmentally related information is commonly referred to as Eco Labelling.  

Eco Labelling is a process of labeling goods and services with a symbol or logo in 

order to indicate a beneficial association between the product and the environment. 

According to West (1995), “ecolabels are seals of approval given to manufactured 

products deemed to have fewer impacts on the environment than functionally and 

competitively similar products” (West, 1995: 16). The underlying philosophy of Eco 

Labelling is explained by Horne (2009) to be “a way to encourage consumers to adopt 

more sustainable consumption patterns through the purchase of products that are more 

resource and energy efficient” (Horne, 2009: 175). For Gale (2002), Eco Labelling 

represents an important component of green consumption because methods of processing 

and manufacturing goods has become increasingly diversified in post-Fordist12 modes of 

production and in turn makes it difficult for consumers to obtain information regarding 

the environmental impact of the goods sold on the market. Therefore, Gale (2002) 

                                                 
12 Slater (1997) explains that post-Fordism is argued to be reflected in a shift in modes of production and 
organization of markets in the 1970s wherein computerization and robotics enabled a move towards 
producing customized ‘market segments’ and ‘niche market’ goods (189).   
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suggests, “ecocertification and labeling schemes are one way to narrow the information 

gap between production and consumption, and reclaim for consumers some power and 

some degree of responsibility in their decision making” (Gale, 2002: 175). The author 

also identifies three general assumptions underlining Eco Labels and points to the desired 

outcome of Eco Labelling. Gale (2002) argues that Eco Labels operate on the assumption 

that “if consumers learn (1) that the values inhering in a product conflict with their 

broader values (for example, equity, environmental, feminist, communal values), and (2) 

that a substitute product exists that conflicts significantly less with those values, then (3) 

they will choose the second product over the first” (Gale, 2002: 276). This relatively 

simple set of assumptions spares little attention to the complex relations highlighted in 

chapter two with regards to consumption. However, the simplicity of this argument does 

allow for reflection on the rationale of Eco Labels as a technique of persuasion 

independent of other factors influencing consumption. Furthermore, these assumptions 

point to the underlying ontology of Eco Labels which situates consumers as rational 

actors who are enticed by information to purchase Eco Labeled goods.  

One of the first Eco Labels to be introduced was the German ‘Blue Angel’ in 

1977. Since the Blue Angel, practices of Eco Labelling continue to spread throughout 

Europe and North America as well as internationally (Jordan et al., 2004: 164). Many 

European countries followed in the footsteps of the Blue Angel by creating government 

labels including Britain in 1990, Austria in 1991, the Netherlands in 1992 as well as the 

European Union in 1992 (Jordan et al., 2004: 164-74). The Canadian government also 

participates in Eco Labelling with Environment Canada’s ‘EcoLogo,’ the creation of the 

‘EnerGuide’ in 1995 by Natural Resources Canada as well as the Canadian Food 

Inspection Agency’s ‘Canada Organic’ label as of June 2009. The United States 
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Environmental Protection Agency created the EnergySTAR program in 1992, which has 

now spread internationally and is endorsed in Canada by Environment Canada as well as 

in Europe by the European Environment Commission.  

Indeed, Eco Labelling is a well-established and widespread practice. For example, 

the EcoLogo is currently stamped on over 7000 products in over 120 product categories 

including household and industrial cleaners, laundry detergent, paper and paper products, 

tissues and napkins, paint, fuels, office furniture, printers, flooring and other renovation 

and building supplies (Environment Canada). A recent article by Horne (2009) found as 

many as 36 national and international eco schemes operating in Europe, North America 

and Australia (Horne, 2009: 176). The practice of Eco Labelling is therefore a productive 

aspect of green consumption as the various bodies governing the logos invest time and 

resources in developing criteria for expanding the categories for which green 

consumption can be applied. Furthermore, the development of new Eco Labels and the 

expansion of Eco Labels into new product categories produces more opportunities for 

green consumption and works to establish green consumption as part of the existing 

terrain of consumption.  

 Eco Labels are not all created equally. There are currently three distinguishing 

classifications for Eco Labels established by the International Standards Association13 

(ISO), namely Type I, II and III. Type I labels are third party certified and include many 

government owned labels such as Germany’s Blue Angel and Canada’s EcoLogo. Under 

this type of labeling scheme, “products [are] ‘objectively’ assessed as to its ‘eco-

                                                 
13 The ISO is an international standards association based in Switzerland and is comprised of a diverse 
group of leaders in business, industry, engineering, and NGOs who form various committees that establish 
standards. These standards are guidelines for everything from product safety to environmental audits 
(Wasik, 1996: 23). 
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friendliness’ by an ‘independent’ body which award an official seal of approval” (West, 

1995: 16). For instance, Canada’s EcoLogo is owned by Environment Canada and 

certified by a third party, the ‘TerraChoice Environmental Marketing Inc14.’ The ISO  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Type II classification refers to Eco Labels that are self-declaratory and are often 

developed by manufacturers, importers, distributors or retailers according to self-defined 

criteria. A familiar example of a Type II Eco Label in Canada is the ‘President’s Choice’ 

G.R.E.E.N. label. Trademarked by President’s Choice, the ‘G.R.E.E.N.’ label is applied 

to products based on criteria developed by the retailer (President’s Choice) and is not  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 TerraChoice is a North American science-based company that “helps customers convert environmental 
value into winning and profitable strategy, communication, and positioning. We help procurement 
organizations green their supply chains with policy, management and measurement. We also help 
governments and international agencies use the market to advance sustainability” (TerraChoice). Clients of 
TerraChoice include Environment Canada, the World Bank, the Commission for Environmental 
Cooperation, the Asian Development Bank, the Organization of American States, and Natural Resources 
Canada (www.terrachoice.com). 
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subject to third party evaluation. Several authors writing on the subject of Eco Labels 

point to the difficulty in researching Type II labels because their environmental criteria 

are rarely made available (for instance, see West 1995; Jordan et al. 2004; and Horne 

2009). The last ISO Eco Label is Type III and refers to single-issue schemes that employ 

quantitative ‘life cycle’ environmental data and are evaluated by an independent party. 

According to West (1995), “life cycle assessment has been developed almost exclusively 

by industry for industry and its primary concern is with identifying those impacts that 

industry can take action to prevent or reduce without reducing its profitability” (West, 

1995: 17). Thus, Type III labels are rarely found on finished products in stores and are 

rather a means for manufacturers to communicate their environmental impact to others in 

the industry.  

 

Eco Label as a Technique for Producing Green Consumer Subjects 
  

Eco Label programmes are designed to announce opportunities for green 

consumption. In effect, this is because Eco Logos provide consumers with a symbol that 

enables them to identify goods and services that constitute acts of green consumption. As 

mentioned above, green consumption is not composed of innately green qualities, but 

rather, the terrain is constructed and stabilized by structures, moments and opportunities 

that work to insert the category ‘green’ into the field of consumption. Eco Labels 

contribute to the opportunities creating green consumption and provide substance to the 

terrain by creating green goods and services that are consumable. The stabilization of the 

category of green consumption occurs in many different ways and locations and is not 

limited to Eco Labelling. For instance, green consumers may also include participating in 
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Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) programs, or growing food in a community 

garden as constituting acts of green consumption. Indeed, green consumption is argued to 

rely on a form of symbolic differentiation, to borrow the term from Bostrom and 

Klintman (2008), wherein the consumption of a good or service is only green if it is 

identified or interpreted as green. In other words, green consumption is maintained and 

constituted in moments that are congruent with an understanding of what is ‘green.’ As a 

means to participate in the maintenance of green consumption, Eco Labels are 

constructed through a complex process of investing environmental meaning into their 

logos as well as participating in creating the category of green in the sphere of 

consumption.  

Moreover, Eco Labels have the ability to proliferate the category of green on a 

large scale because they appear on mass produced goods that are sold in national 

supermarket chains as well as local grocers. Indeed, the scale and reach of Eco Labels is  

significant as the process of symbolic differentiation is enacted and reenacted to a large 

audience in a multitude of locales stretching the contours of the terrain of green 

consumption. The mass distribution of Eco Labeled goods thus contributes to the ubiquity 

of green consumption. 
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Programs of Eco Labelling involve a process of developing criteria and standards 

for assessing environmental impact, which in turn creates the product category green. 

This type of criteria building and product assessment is part of the process by which 

terms such as ‘environmentally friendly’ come to be employed. However, this is not to 

argue that all products employing terms that connote an environmentally friendly status 

employ environmental criteria. Rather, this is to argue that Eco Labels are used to imply 

that a process of this kind has occurred. In effect, Eco Labels have the ability to 

categorize goods and services into two categories: green and ordinary. 

 From a governmentality perspective, highlighting the ways in which Eco Labels 

are constructed is integral. Rose (1999) suggests that an analytics of government is 

concerned with regimes of truth and questions “what counts for knowledge at any given 

moment accords salience to particular categories, divisions, classifications, relations and 

identities” (Rose, 1999: 29). Through this lens, Eco Labels are understood as tools and 

techniques for proliferating truths about products that in turn provide salience to the 

terrain of green consumption. In effect, by denaturalizing Eco Labels as a discursive 

component of green consumption, it is argued that re-evaluating these programs as 

techniques for governing demonstrates how Eco Labels are constituted according to 

particular truths and operate as a process of creating truths. In other words, Eco Labels 

are created by applying a definition of what constitutes green to products and thus 

transferring that truth on to goods by labeling them as such.  

The process of creating green truths in the environmental movement is discussed 

in chapter three with regards to Luke’s (1999) work on green governmentality. To recall, 
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Luke (1999) introduces the concept of eco-knowledge to explain that governing the 

environment requires ‘knowing’ the environment. He suggests that geo-economic 

interests in safeguarding the environment created particular types of eco knowledges by 

asking a particular set of questions. In an effort to problematize the production of eco 

knowledges, Luke (1999) suggests that theorists of governmentality ask “how does [the 

environment] come to be known, and by whom, and about what?” (Luke, 1999: 138). 

Although Luke’s (1999) scope examines national and international collaborations for 

environmental planning, such as the Rio Earth Summit, his perspective on the creation of 

eco knowledge provides a similar analysis on the construction of environmental truths 

and their ability to shape the contemporary environmental movement.  

Authors Bostrom and Klintman (2008) refer to the process of constructing 

environmental truths as framing and explain, “to assess criteria for standards, labels, and 

certificates, the actors involved have to translate complexities [regarding environmental 

knowledge] into categorical statements about, for instance, consequences for the 

environment, humans, health, economy and social conditions” (Bostrom and Klintman, 

2008: 114). The process of framing thus entails determining how much energy 

consumption or resource extraction is just enough, or too much, to be considered inside or 

outside the green spectrum and therefore whether it is qualified or unqualified for 

labeling. Thus, similar to the ways in which Luke (1999) argues the environmental 

movement is shaped and directed by geo economic interests, the creation and distribution 

of green consumer goods shape and direct the terrain of green consumption.  

Critics of green consumption, such as theorists of ecology and sustainability, 

argue that this boundary work turns a blind eye to the fact that producing consumable 

goods will always have an environmental impact and that the solution to the 
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environmental crisis is not to produce green(er) goods, but to produce and consume less. 

Dobson (2007) explains that creating environmental criteria for products “does nothing to 

confront the central green point that unlimited production and consumption – no matter 

how environmentally friendly – is impossible to sustain in a limited system. The problem 

here is not so much to get people to consume soundly but to get them […] to consume 

less” (Dobson, 2007: 121). This debate illustrated well the divide in the contemporary 

environmental movement. Those supporting green consumption suggest that a viable 

approach to lowering environmental impact is to provide solutions that can be 

implemented into the present political and economic system. The other side of the 

environmental debate, such as contributions from the philosophy of sustainability, argues 

that a more environmentally friendly way of life requires a restructuring of economic and 

political systems. Although this debate merits mention as it remains important for the 

contemporary environmental movement, this debate is situated on the periphery of the 

project at hand. Rather, this thesis draws attention to programmes of green consumption 

that produce opportunities for participating in green consumption. Indeed, this debate 

often fails to address the production of environmental truths and the ways in which these 

are able to produce green subjectivities.   

In their ability to define environmental criteria for Eco Labelling, creators and 

managers of the programmes maintain a position of evaluating and directing, excluding 

and including the goods and services that are eligible for participating in the arena of 

green consumption15. In her investigation into Eco Labels, West (1995) emphasizes the 

                                                 
15 It is important to mention that critics of green consumption argue that companies also often engage in 
what is commonly referred to as ‘green-washing’ wherein environmental claims are employed to designate 
products as ‘green’ when no environmental assessment has actually occurred. Authors Carlson et al. (1993) 
suggest that because environmental regulation for product labeling remains voluntary (in North America at 
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importance of considering the actors who are in a position to determine environmental 

criteria. The author uses the UK Eco Label as an example and discusses the membership 

of the Board which administers the program. West (1995) found that “industrial interests 

have played a disproportionately large role in the decision-making process. Industrial 

concerns such as Kingfisher, Hoover, Pilkington Shell, and Rhone Poulenc which have 

personnel on the UK Board […] have an indirect, if not direct, stake in most of the 

product categories for which they determine qualifying criteria” (West, 1995: 17). Such a 

discussion sheds light on the ways in which green consumption is subject to gatekeeping 

by organizations and individuals with vested interest in guiding consumers in particular 

direction.  

 The attempt to guide consumers through techniques of Eco Labelling involves 

more than defining and creating the concept of green; it also involves communicating the 

green message in an effective manner. Since the Eco Labelling programmes are designed 

to provide consumers with a tool for participating in green consumption, green labels 

depend on the communicability of their symbols. Perspectives on branding, and the 

management of meaning, provide valuable insight into the processes of attaching and 

transmitting environmental meaning to consumers. According to Arvidsson (2006), logos 

and brands comprise an important element of consumption. He suggests “brands work as 

a kind of ubiquitous managerial devices by means of which everyday life is managed, or 

perhaps better, programmed, so that it evolves in ways that can potentially generate the 

right kind of attention” (Arvidsson, 2006: 7). Indeed, Eco Labels represent a green 

                                                                                                                                                  
least), it is difficult to know whether green consumption is actually in some way even ‘green.’ Thus, as 
green consumption continues to stratify the market into two categories, it is important to note that the line 
separating ‘green’ from ‘ordinary’ is not always substantiated. For more on skepticisms of green claims, see 
Carlson et al., (1993, 1995); Connolly and Prothero (2008); and Halkier (2001). 
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managerial tool that companies employ in an effort to generate an association between 

goods and a beneficial environmental impact. From a branding perspective, companies 

such as Nike make concerted efforts to “make its logo condense a complex web of 

meanings and intensities [and] that with a swoosh certain actions come to assume distinct 

and particular meanings” (original emphasis, Arvidsson, 2006: 8). In other words,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

branding reflects a process in which images or logos come to be imbued with meaning 

and represent active attempts at persuading consumers that their products are more than 

simply a sneaker, a refrigerator, or a light bulb. Arvidsson (2006) states: 

brands do not so much stand for products, as much as they provide a part of the 
context in which products are used. This is the core component of the use-value 
that brands provide consumers with. With a particular brand I can act, feel and be 
in a particular way (2006: 8). 
 

This perspective provides insight on Eco Labelling programs as tools for generating a 

relationship between consumers and environmentally branded products. The creation and 
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promotion of Eco Labeled products draws on the autonomy of consumers to urge them in 

the direction of incorporating the meanings of the brand – environmentally friendly – into 

their everyday lives. Thus, embracing Eco Labeled products as a way to participate in 

green consumption is also an opportunity to construct a green identity or lifestyle.  

Perspectives on branding are also useful for understanding how labeling goods in 

order to incite a particular response from consumers positions consumers as self-reflexive 

agents who engage the sphere of consumption in a thoughtful manner16. According to 

Lury (2004), marketers are increasingly interested in obtaining feedback from consumers 

in order to tailor their products in a way that will capture new or more customers. The 

process of branding or labeling thus entails capturing the wants and needs of consumers 

and subsequently incorporating them into the production and marketing of goods. This 

type of process demonstrates how companies are able to govern consumers through their 

agency by appealing to their desire for choice. This perspective is also supported by 

Arvidsson who argues that the management of brands “work by enabling consumers, by 

empowering them in particular directions” (Arvidsson, 2006: 8). Eco Labelling is thus a 

technique of government wherein consumers are directed towards Eco Labeled products, 

which in turn reinforces the existence of green consumption. Drawing from this 

argument, programs of Eco Labelling seek to harness the agency of consumers in an 

effort to guide their purchasing decisions.  

 The lens of governmentality contributes to our understanding of Eco Labels as it 

draws attention to taken-for-granted ways of doing and thinking about green 

                                                 
16 Although important for the example at hand, the literature on branding was not introduced in my 
discussion of consumer culture because this body of work is too extensive to cover in the constraints of 
chapter two. Chapter two is intended to cover particular thematic debates and perspectives which frame the 
study of green consumption in general, while contributions from the literature on branding contextualizes 
this example specifically.   
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consumption. In this manner, practices of Eco Labelling are investigated to suggest that 

the way in which the terrain of green consumption has emerged is not accidental, but 

rather, is constructed through regimes of practice that are created according to particular 

assumptions (for instance the perspective that consumption is a vehicle for environmental 

change) and according to particular goals (purchasing green items will help the 

environment). Thus Eco Labelling is understood as a mode of organizing green 

consumption that is subject to, and entangled in, relations of power. The attempt at 

directing consumers with Eco Labels reflects an undertaking that is channeled through the 

concept of freedom and the logic of the market. As Slater (1997) suggests, the consumer 

is the epitome of the advanced liberal individual since the market is deemed to be 

intimately connected and responsive to consumer choice. He suggests this is “because 

competition, enforced through the price mechanism, ensures that producers must respond 

to the expressed preferences of consumers” (Slater, 1997: 35). In other words, the 

underlying logic of Eco Labelling practices rest on a particular conception of the role of 

the market as responsive to consumer demand as well as its ability to encourage 

consumers in the direction of green consumption.  

Eco Labels are therefore productive and programmed symbols that are attempts at 

guiding consumers rather than passive environmental markers that emerged without 

forethought or intention. This is not to suggest that all Eco Labels operate in the same 

way or attempt to direct in the same direction. Indeed, the plethora of labels in operation 

suggests that consumers encounter a variety of green truths that configure regimes or 

practices in various ways. Theorists of governmentality, such as Dean (1999), suggest the 

strength of this theory is the acknowledgement of multiple systems of government 

operating simultaneously. He states that government is “an undertaking conducted in the 
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plural. There is a plurality of governing agencies, and authorities, of aspects of behaviour 

to be governed, of norms invoked, or purposes sought, and of effects, outcomes and 

consequences” (Dean, 1999: 10). This perspective is thus well suited for this project as it 

anticipates and allows room for variety in government.  

  

The Ecological Footprint 
  

Being a green consumer, or engaging with the idea of green consumption, often 

involves a process of filtering and evaluating information according to a personal or 

collective understanding of what it means to be green and how to pursue an 

environmentally friendly way of life. In 1990, Mathis Wackernagel and William Rees 

devised a tool to calculate the environmental impact of consumption as well as to raise 

awareness about the limits of an un-sustainable way of life. By focusing on resource 

depletion, production, depreciation and pollution, a scientific tool for calculating “the 

quantity of nature we appropriate to sustain our individual and collective lives” was 

devised and employed to emphasize that our current patterns of consumption are grossly 

un-sustainable (Dobson, 2007: 71). The Ecological Footprint is a tool for individuals, 

families, companies, cities and even countries to calculate their environmental impact and 

in turn determine strategies for reducing their impact. Similar to Eco Labelling, the 

Footprint purports a particular image of what constitutes green consumption. From the 

perspective of governmentality, the Ecological Footprint is situated as a calculative 

technique for shaping and directing conduct according to the philosophy of sustainability. 

Furthermore, the Ecological Footprint is explained as a technique for governing the self 

according to the concept of becoming an environmentally responsible consumer. 
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Calculating Sustainability 
 

The Ecological Footprint is a “resource accounting tool that measures how much 

nature we have, how much we use, and who uses what” (footprintnetwork.org). The 

Footprint employs a scientific method of calculation which considers the full life-cycle 

cost of producing, distributing and disposing of goods and services and predominantly 

places the focus of the environmental impact on consumers (Lenzen et al., 2007: 30). As a  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mathematical tool developed from the philosophy of sustainability, the Ecological 

Footprint targets consumption because sustaining human life on earth is argued to require 

reduced levels of consumption as well as a revaluation of nature and material fulfillment. 

Martell (1994) explains further: 

resource depletion, production and pollution result from consumption and the 
materialist values underlying it. Resources are extracted and industrial production 
carried out to provide goods for consumption. Pollution results from extraction, 
production and consumption, both from the polluting technologies used in these 
processes and from the waste they produce. Levels of consumption are now so 
high and growing that they are leading to the depletion of some resources and the 
earth is unable to absorb current levels of some forms of pollution without serious 
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and dangerous detrimental effects on the natural environment and human beings. 
Consumption is, thus, at the basis of depleting and polluting processes. Reductions 
in levels of consumption can lead to lower levels of extraction and production and 
so to reductions in depletion and pollution (48; my emphasis). 

 
 

According to Martell (1994), consumers and consumption bear the brunt of criticisms 

from philosophers of sustainability who argue that the Euro- North American way of life 

is un-sustainable. The connections drawn together in Martell’s (1994) statement regarding 

the depletion of natural resources, levels of pollution and waste production with 

consumption lie at the heart of the philosophy of sustainability and reflect the 

assumptions of the Ecological Footprint. According to Barrett et al. (2005), the 

Ecological Footprint “takes on the task of re-allocating the environmental pressures to the 

consumer” instead of producers, distributers or governments (Barrett et al., 2005: 305). 

The authors conducted research on a range of Ecological Footprint projects in the UK 

including South East, South West, Wales, North West, Northern Ireland and Scotland and 

found that although the Footprint was being used to create targets and timelines for 

environmental action, this was more of a secondary role while public awareness and 

education became the main focus for the Footprint projects (Barrett et al., 2005: 306). 

Thus, because the design of the Ecological Footprint focuses on calculating the 

environmental costs of consumption, the tool is applauded by ENGOs and various levels 

of government for its ability to resonate with consumers about the impacts of their 

choices. 
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Calculating Consumption 
 

An Ecological Footprint calculation can be accessed at myfootprint.org where an 

individual can calculate their Footprint by answering a list of questions that require the 

participant to tick off appropriate boxes similar to a multiple choice exam. According to 

the website, the tool 

estimates the area of land and ocean required to support your consumption of 
food, goods, services, housing, and energy and assimilate your wastes. Your 
Ecological Footprint is expressed in "global hectares" (gha) or "global acres" (ga), 
which are standardized units that take into account the differences in biological 
productivity of various ecosystems impacted by your consumption activities. Your 
Footprint is broken down into four consumption categories: carbon (home energy 
use and transportation), food, housing, and goods and services. Your Footprint is 
also broken down into four ecosystem types or biomes: cropland, pastureland, 
forestland, and marine fisheries. 

 
 

To calculate your footprint, the questionnaire begins by asking the respondent to choose 

the country in which they reside and other classifying information such as income and 

household size. The first section of the questionnaire begins to estimate the carbon 

footprint generated by the consumption of energy in the home and transportation. The 

questions asked address the climate zone of the respondent, the size of the home, energy 

sources used in the home (such as electricity, natural gas, and wood or biomass) as well 

as energy saving devices (such as the use of compact fluorescent bulbs, energy efficient 

appliances, extra insulation and water saving fixtures). This section also asks respondents 

about their energy saving ‘habits’ such as turning off lights when leaving a room, turning 

off computers and monitors when not in use, drying clothes outside whenever possible, 

lowering the thermostat in the winter and unplugging small appliances when not in use.  
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The second section of the form estimates the footprint of food consumption, 

which refers to the area needed to grow crops, fish, and graze animals and also absorb 

carbon emissions from food processing and transport. Thus, respondents are asked to 

identify “what best describes your diet” and can choose from vegan, vegetarian, 

omnivore, carnivore, or “top of the food chain” (meaning meat, seafood, or dairy at 

almost every meal) and other food related questions regarding how often meals are eaten. 

The third section is comprised of questions regarding the construction and maintenance of 

your home such as building supplies, home furnishings, water usage and the type of 

cleaning products used. The fourth and last section calculates the footprint of the goods 

and services consumed as well as the carbon emissions from their manufacturing, 

transport and disposal. This last section includes questions regarding spending habits, 

replacing household items and practices of recycling and waste disposal. In total, the 

questionnaire is made up of 27 questions in four sections that calculate the demand of 

your carbon, food, housing and goods and services consumption. The survey concludes 

with a summary of your personal footprint, which is presented as a calculation of how 

many earths are required to sustain your levels of consumption as well as a breakdown of 

the amount of global acres needed to satisfy your consumption17. According to 

myfootprint.org, “there are only 15.71 global hectares available per person on a 

renewable basis. This means we are overshooting the Earth's biological capacity by nearly 

50%” (myecologicalfootprint.org). 

While completing the Ecological Footprint, a small window appears in the upper-

right hand side of the screen that continuously calculates the global acres consumed 

                                                 
17 Upon completing the survey, my personal consumption requires 3 earths to support my current lifestyle. 
This is calculated according to my carbon consumption being 28.4ga, food consumption being 58.5ga, 
housing at 6.2ga and goods and services demanding 23.4ga with a total demand of 106.89 global acres. 
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according to the responses made. As respondents make their appropriate choices, the tally 

is adjusted accordingly allow them to observe which decisions they make impact the 

environment the most, or the least. For example, in the second section of the survey 

which calculates the consumption of global acres for food intake, one question asks the 

respondent to identify the locations where their food is most frequently purchased and can 

choose from five options: 1) farmers markets, gardens, and cooperatives; 2) natural food 

markets; 3) supermarkets for some, natural food stores for others; 4) supermarkets and 

prepared foods from restaurants; or 5) restaurants, fast food and take out. Depending on 

your response, your consumption of global acres can increase or decrease significantly. 

For instance the fifth choice, shopping at restaurants and fast food stores, consumes 28.91 

global acres more than the first choice, shopping at farmers markets and cooperatives. 

Similarly, the fourth option, shopping at supermarkets for some and prepared food from 

restaurants, consumes 9.63 more global acres than the third option of shopping in 

supermarkets and natural food stores. By providing respondents with these on-going 

calculations, respondents are able to learn the consequences of their choices as well as 

learn about the choices that are less demanding on the environment. 

 

The Ecological Footprint and Government 
 

Examining the Ecological Footprint through the lens of governmentality serves to 

lend a critical perspective on the role and function of the Footprint. In both its design and 

underlying ontology, the Ecological Footprint relies on a concept of individual choice. 

Similar to the programs of Eco Labelling discussed above, the concept of individual 

choice is heralded as a mechanism for achieving an environmentally friendly way of life. 
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For Eco Labelling, choice persisted through the guise of offering and persuading 

consumers that choosing Eco Labeled goods is an effective way to participate in green 

consumption. With the Ecological Footprint, individuals are asked to report their 

consumer choices in order to calculate their individual environmental impact. Effectively, 

the Footprint transforms individuals and families (or even cities and countries) into 

consumers who are defined by their choice in home, mode of transportation, preferred 

venue for shopping and so on.  

In its design, as a multiple choice survey, the element of choice affects the environmental 

characterization of the individual as each of their selections are tallied and used to 

summarize the individual as a consumer of cropland, pastureland, marine fisheries and 

forests. The format of the Ecological Footprint as a calculation of environmental 

degradation requires respondents to interpret and conform their individual practices and 

lifestyle choices into responses that fit the survey’s pre-formulated options. Furthermore, 

consumers are enacting their identity by deciding which options reflect their current, or 

desired, lifestyle. Thus, participants of the Ecological Footprint are able to choose what 

type of environmental consumer they are, or want to be, by making the selections they 

believe reflect them as a consumer. The interpellation of the individual as consumer is 

thus realized as the survey draws to an end with the results summarizing personal lifestyle 

choices into a crude calculation of how those choices quantitatively exhaust the 

environment.  

The concept of choice is thus twofold in the Ecological Footprint. Choice is 

enacted during the process of completing the questionnaire and therefore in choosing the 

type of responses the participant deems appropriate. Choice is also brought into the 
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Ecological Footprint through its strategy of encouraging sustainability by changing 

patterns of consumption. This second element of choice is particularly interesting as the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

success of the Footprint, with regards to achieving sustainability, hinges on appealing to 

individuals and converting their practices of consumption. Indeed, for both strategies of 

Eco Labelling and the Footprint calculation, “it is not in question that individuals exercise 

choice, but a matter of how to guide and influence those choices” (Southerton et al., 2004: 

32). My analysis thus argues that the primary function of the Ecological Footprint 

calculation is to direct the conduct of individuals, individuals who are first and foremost 

cast in the role of ‘rational consumer,’ in the direction of adopting the lens of 

sustainability into their lifestyle choices. 

 From the perspective of how consumer culture can be considered as arising 

through social practices, Southerton et al. (2004) raise valuable criticisms on the 

interpretation of consumer choice by theorists of sustainability. The authors argue “that to 

reduce sustainable consumption to a matter of individual choices, conversion of lifestyles 

or market regulation overlooks the processes through which modes of consumption 

become embedded in conventions of daily practice” (Southerton et al., 2004: 33). The 
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authors argue that strategies of sustainability position consumers as autonomous 

individuals who exercise choice according to personal preferences of needs and wants and 

that these choices are merely constrained by time and money. This interpretation of 

consumers and the concept of choice, according to Southerton et al., (2004) overlooks the 

ways in which consumption is embedded in social practices that are often “shared 

enterprises that are performed in the (co-)presence of others and therefore subject to 

collective norms of contextualized engagement” (Southerton et al., 2004: 34). Thus, 

approaches to sustainability, which situate choice as an undertaking of self-interested 

individuals, entails devising strategies that are premised on the idea that providing 

consumers with more information on how to make better environmental choices will 

empower consumers to make sustainably informed choices.  

Halkier (1999) provides a similar observation and suggests that not only are 

“consumers being given societal co-responsibility for creating environmental problems” 

but also that various environmental programmes “assume that if consumers get sufficient 

knowledge, they will obtain the necessary environmental consciousness and then translate 

this into environmentally benign behaviour” (Halkier, 1999: 28). However, as Southerton 

et al. (2004) argue, this perspective is constrained for it fails to consider consumption as 

routinized practices that are interrelated with broader socio-cultural norms and 

expectations. Furthermore, this criticism outlined by Southerton et al., (2004) applies to 

both programmes of Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint as they both attempt to 

sway consumer choices through the provisioning of information. Thus, the ability to 

achieve environmental change through increased information is brought into question and 

problematized. 
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The Ecological Footprint is an example of the ways in which green consumption 

is subject to techniques of advanced liberal government. In particular, the Footprint is 

designed to focus on consumers and consequently individualizes the problem of 

environmental degradation. The process of individualization results from the focus on 

consumption as ‘the problem’ by philosophers of sustainability and thus attempts to direct 

consumers towards the goal of sustainable living. As an interactive tool that is 

programmed according to this philosophy, the Footprint can be understood as a technique 

of government that implores participants to associate their individual choices with 

environmental degradation and in turn, to interpret the results of the questionnaire as a 

benchmark for determining ways to reduce consumption. This interpretive aspect allows 

for the indirect government of consumers, as respondents are not explicitly given 

directions for achieving higher levels of sustainability but instead are given ‘the amount 

of earths’ required to sustain their lifestyle. In a similar manner to the ways in which 

Agrawal (2005) argues the quantification of forests and land enabled the government of 

subjects in Kumaon (see chapter three), the Ecological Footprint utilizes the calculation 

of cropland, pastureland, marine fisheries and forestland to delineate and create a criteria 

for environmental living. Effectively, the Ecological Footprint is a technique for 

producing environmentally sustainable subjects by producing a rationalized equation 

benchmarking the over consumption of natural resources. 

Thus, the Ecological Footprint is a tool that enables consumers to govern 

themselves according to a particular understanding of what an environmental lifestyle 

should be. According to Dean (1999), this type of self-management, or action of ‘self on 

self,’ is an important element of governmentality. For example, “think of the way in 

which many people problematize their eating habits and bodily shapes in practices of self-
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government called dieting. This is ethical in as much as such practices imply that it is 

good to be slim and virile, to have control over one’s body…” (Dean, 1999: 13). The 

example of dieting as a mode of self-government is useful for understanding how the 

Footprint calculation enables consumers to monitor and self-govern consumption. From 

this perspective, the Ecological Footprint allows individuals to compare their current 

levels and types of consumption with the amount of consumption the earth is said to 

withstand. In effect, the Ecological Footprint provides a framework for problematizing 

consumption as a detriment to the environment in such a way that participants are 

provided with a tool for pursuing sustainability in a self monitoring way. Rather than 

regulating eating habits and criticizing body shape, the self-governing sustainable 

consumer regulates levels of consumption and criticizes material gain as wasteful.  

Exploring the Ecological Footprint as a technique that encourages the government 

of the self raises questions regarding the concept of freedom. As Dean (1999) suggests, 

“government as the ‘conduct of conduct’ entails the idea that the one governed is, at least 

in some rudimentary sense, an actor and therefore a locus of freedom. Government is an 

activity that shapes the field of action and thus, in this sense, attempt to shape freedom” 

(Dean, 1999: 13). The Ecological Footprint works within this construct. From the 

perspective of governmentality, the terrain of green consumption is conceptualized as an 

arena wherein consumers are situated as free actors who possess the agency to make self-

interested decisions, and thus, the Footprint is a technique that shapes freedom by 

creating a set of guidelines for environmental living. Barry et al. (1996) argue that the  

 
individual binds themselves to expert advice as a matter of their own freedom. 
The regulation of conduct becomes a matter of each individual’s desire to govern 
their own conduct freely in the service of the maximization of a version of their 
happiness and fulfillment that they take to be their own, but such a lifestyle 
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maximization entails a relation to authority in the very moment as it pronounces 
itself the outcome of free choice (Barry et al, 1996: 58).  

 
 

Concisely, the authors argue that programs of government, such as the Ecological 

Footprint, are intimately interconnected with practices of freedom. The exercise of 

freedom through the project of the self thus becomes a potent mechanism for governing in 

advanced liberal societies, as it is these practices that make the individual governable. As 

the Footprint becomes a measure of environmentalism, adopting the recommendations 

becomes a process of binding one’s freedom to the standards outlined by the creators of 

the Footprint. Through the lens of governmentality, the Ecological Footprint is a tool for 

the government of consumers towards a green consumer lifestyle that is defined by the 

philosophy of sustainability.  

 

Conclusion  
  

As the above examples suggest, the mainstream environmental movement is 

currently experiencing attempts to explicitly guide consumers in a variety of directions. 

My exploration of Eco Labelling demonstrates how techniques of information underlie 

the terrain of green consumption and also stratify consumer goods into categories of 

‘green’ and ‘ordinary.’ The Ecological Footprint subsequently demonstrates how the 

environmental movement also endures programs for governing the self wherein the focus 

is placed on the self-management of environmental impact. Both programs however, 

demonstrate undertakings that focus on the individual as a consumer and employ 

technologies of advanced liberal government. 
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 This analysis has suggested that green consumption involves a process of creating 

a new type of possible subject; the green consumer subject. This chapter argues that the 

green consumer is constructed in moments and opportunities that are identified, or 

interpreted, as constituting green. These opportunities are what shape the terrain and 

allow the concept of green consumption to proliferate. As programs of green consumption 

arise, the terrain becomes increasingly complex and consumers are confronted with a vast 

amount of information, options and rhetoric that have the effect of governing consumers 

in a variety of directions. Rose (1999) suggests that  

today, perhaps, the problem is not so much the governability of society as the 
governability of the passions of self-identified individual and collectivities: 
individuals and pluralities shaped not by the citizen-forming devices of church, 
school and public broadcasting, but by commercial consumption regimes and the 
politics of lifestyle, the individual identified by allegiance with one of a plurality 
of cultural communities (1999: 46). 

 

Here, Rose (1999) points to the way in which the market serves as a significant domain 

for the possibility of directing individuals. Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint 

demonstrate ways in which environmental programs target individuals and collectivities 

by appealing to lifestyle choices. Although the two programs have arguably different 

directions in which consumers are guided, they both encourage the formation of green 

consumer subjects by providing opportunities and directions in which this subject can be 

realized. Eco Labels and the Footprint calculation are techniques that employ an approach 

to governing subjects that situates individuals as consumers who are calculative, rational, 

self-reflexive, and concerned for the environment18. From the perspective of 

                                                 
18 Although governmentality allows us to theorize on the implications of advanced liberal government and 
the directions in which green consumers are being governed, this does not actually tell us if this subject 
actually exists. This is to say that even though these programmes of green consumption operate on the 
assumption that consumers are self-reflexive and responsible, it should not be taken to imply that these 
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governmentality, these programs, in conjunction with many others, structure the possible 

field of action through the creation of choice. The concept of choice is thus a potent 

technique of government as individuals are urged to “recognize themselves as particular 

kinds of persons and to reflect upon their conduct – to problematize it – such that they 

may work upon and transform themselves in certain ways and towards particular goals” 

(Malpass, 2007: 236). Slater (1997) supports this perspective and argues that 

consumption “is where we apply ourselves, at the most intimate and detailed levels, the 

operations by which we understand ourselves in terms of choice” (Slater, 1997: 61). In 

advanced liberal societies, to govern is to presuppose the freedom of those being 

governed and to harness and direct the exercise of choice. As the terrain of green 

consumption is subject to technologies of government, consumers encounter a new realm 

in which possibilities of freedom and choice are created. 

 The two components of green consumption examined above operate within an 

advanced liberal framework of government as their executions include a market-based 

approach that situates individuals as consumers who posses freedom and exercise their 

sense of freedom through choice. The choosing rational consumer is an important aspect 

of advanced liberal society as this allows for the indirect government of individuals while 

encouraging the concept of the autonomous enterprising self. Consequently, the creation 

of tools and techniques for governing green consumption through this mode of 

government has encouraged a process of responsibilizing consumers. The perspective 

maintained by both programs of Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint rests on the 

ability of information to entice perfunctory change. This design for directing the conduct 

                                                                                                                                                  
subjects are actually created. Rather, it is to suggest that conditions of advanced liberalism urge the 
formation of this type of subject.  
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of consumers places the responsibility for the environment on to the shoulders of 

consumers. These programs attempt to appeal to the environmental sensibilities of 

individuals by providing opportunities for participating in green consumption. 

Environmental information is thus utilized as a catalyst for change and governs in a non-

direct or openly coercive manner. According to Barry et al., (1996) this process reflects 

an important component of advanced liberal government where individuals are to become 

entrepreneurs. The authors argue advanced liberal government 

involves “offering” individuals and collectivities active involvement in action to 
resolve the kind of issues hitherto held to be the responsibility of authorized 
governmental agencies. However, the price of this involvement is that they must 
assume active responsibility for these activities, both for carrying them out and, of 
course, for their outcomes, and in so doing they are required to conduct 
themselves in accordance with the appropriate (or approved) model of action. This 
might be described as a new form of “responsibilization” corresponding to the 
new forms in which the governed are encouraged, freely and rationally, to conduct 
themselves (Barry et al., 1996: 28).  

 

Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint demonstrate two examples of the 

consequence of advanced liberal mode of government for the contemporary 

environmental movement. As both of these programs position consumers and 

consumption as the primary site to be addressed, the responsibility for environmental 

degradation becomes directly associated with those being targeted by the programs. 

 

 

 

 114



Chapter Five - Conclusion 
 

The thesis began by simply observing the unlikely coupling of the terms ‘green’ 

and ‘consumption.’ My modest aim has been to trace the coming together of these 

concepts into the discourse of ‘green consumption.’ In trying to understand this as a 

discursive phenomenon that has the potential effect of shaping the conduct of consumers I 

have used the work of Foucault (1991) and others in the area of governmentality – a 

branch of social thought concerned with how seeming normal conditions for the 

possibility of acting in certain ways come to be as they are in advanced liberal 

democracies. I have tried to show how research in consumer culture, environmentalism, 

and post-Foucauldian social thought might benefit from each other in understanding the 

emergence of the very idea of ‘green consumption.’        

To effectively conduct a analytics of green consumption, this thesis examined 

several areas of literature and research. To begin, I situated green consumption within the 

various perspectives that have shaped our understanding of its two conceptual 

components: ‘green’ and ‘consumption.’ Chapter two thus explained prominent 

arguments and debates occupying the study of consumer culture and examined the 

concept of the rational and self-reflexive consumer, which became the main figure or 

character in the ‘environmentalities’ of chapter four. Chapter two also entailed a 

discussion of environmentalism where I looked at three rather different environmental 

perspectives, ‘sustainability,’ ‘ecology’ and the ‘social problems’ perspective. The 

philosophy of sustainability highlighted in this chapter has arguably become the most 

dominant at the present time and thus re-emerged in chapter four during my analysis of 

the Ecological Footprint where I argued it to be the guiding principal by which the 

 115



Footprint attempts to shape the conduct of consumers. Chapter two thus fulfilled the 

purpose of providing details on the historical and contemporary elements that converge in 

green consumption.  

 The theory of governmentality was examined in chapter three wherein I 

(admittedly briefly) introduced the works of Michel Foucault to set the backdrop for my 

discussion of governmentality as an important strain of contemporary sociopolitical 

thought. Chapter three included contributions by authors of governmentality to argue that 

studies of this kind examine the “conditions under which particular entities emerge, exist 

and change” (Dean, 1999: 20). Indeed, advanced liberalism as a mode of government was 

explored to demonstrate how techniques of freedom, choice and responsibility are potent 

concepts with the ability to direct conduct. Moreover, this chapter looks to Foucault 

(1991) who “moves on from asking whether or not we are ‘free to choose’ in consumer 

culture to ask how the concept and strategy of freedom have been used to construct the 

modern self, how we have learned to see ourselves in terms of freedom and choice” 

(Slater, 1997: 34). This perspective provided the foundation of my thesis as I employed 

governmentality and its critical lens, which enabled me to problematize concepts and 

practices as techniques of government.  

 In chapter four I conducted my analysis to answer the questions at the heart of this 

thesis, what are the discursive characteristics of green consumption and what implications 

might be drawn? To answer this, I explored two programmes of green consumption and 

examined the techniques employed that guide consumers in particular directions and 

according to particular assumptions. Specifically, I explored Eco Labelling and the 

Ecological Footprint as tools of government that attempt to direct consumers towards 

participating in green consumption. My analysis found advanced liberal techniques of 
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government operating in both examples through techniques of choice and freedom as 

presented through the guise of information. Furthermore, my analysis suggested that both 

programmes stabilize and maintain the terrain of green consumption by creating the 

category and definition of green consumption. Eco Labelling participates in this process 

by categorizing and labeling products with green symbols to urge consumers in the 

direction of purchasing Eco Labeled products as a means to participate in green 

consumption. The Ecological Footprint employs calculation and information as a way to 

define green consumption in terms of sustainability and to direct green consumers 

towards lowering levels of consumption. Thus, both programmes were argued to provide 

opportunities for participating in green consumption while also attempting to direct 

consumers towards specific ends. Effectively, this thesis argued that green consumption is 

rendered governable through rationalized and naturalized programmes that direct 

consumers towards adopting an environmentally entrepreneurial subjectivity.  

My analysis in chapter four concluded with a discussion on the responsibilizing 

effects of advanced liberal government and suggested that the green consumer subject, as 

brought into play by concepts of freedom and choice, are expected to self-govern their 

practices of consumption in order to be environmentally responsible. Rose (1999) 

provided a similar argument with regards to responsibilization which suggests the 

“…autonomous individuals must actively construct a life through the practical choices 

they make about their conduct, and must bear individual responsibility for the nature and 

consequences of those choices” (190). Indeed, my analysis argued that programmes of 

Eco Labelling and the Ecological Footprint are situated as tools for green consumers to 

evaluate and manipulate in their project of environmental living while considering the 

consequences of their choices.  
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Implications and Further Questions 
 

This thesis demonstrated the contribution of governmentality to the study of green 

consumption and has raised valuable questions for the contemporary environmental 

movement. By drawing out the conditions and consequences of advanced liberal 

government for green consumption, I highlighted the problematic assumptions of using 

information and the rhetorics of freedom and choice as vehicles for driving environmental 

change. Furthermore, my engagement with theories of consumer culture demonstrated 

that directing, guiding or persuading consumers is rather challenging as consumers 

negotiate and maneuver the terrain of consumption in complex and unpredictable ways. 

Thus, for the remainder of my conclusions, I will point to questions and implications that 

are raised by my research. 

I demonstrated that the terrain of green consumption is unstable and shifting and 

pointed to two programmes that work to maintain green consumption by employing 

information to mobilize consumers. However, by problematizing the concepts of choice 

and freedom, and demonstrating that the exercise of choice is constrained by social, 

cultural and economic conditions, information as a strategy for influencing change 

becomes highly problematic. In particular, this raises implications for environmental 

policy with regards to devising strategies that can effectively harness the decision making 

power of the population. Indeed, if freedom of choice is the dominant rhetoric framing the 

terrain wherein consumers are expected to direct themselves, but that freedom and choice 

are ultimately constrained and constructed, the question becomes; how can environmental 

policy effectively advance the project of environmentalism? Furthermore, if advanced 
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liberal techniques for guiding consumers individualize problems of the environment, how 

does policy work effectively implement strategies for collective action? Therefore, the 

environmental movement experiences tension between efforts of guiding individuals 

towards environmental self-government, and government policy that is directed at 

guiding populations as a whole. Thus, advanced liberal techniques of choice, freedom and 

responsibility pose a challenge for the environmental movement as individuals 

increasingly interact with conflicting rhetorics regarding the courses of action that are 

beneficial for the environment.  

Moreover, authors Malpass et al. (2007) point out that consumption is embedded 

in practice and suggest that “when people are asked to justify their consumption 

behaviour, they quickly turn to justifying their commitments and relationships – they 

don’t talk about being a ‘consumer,’ but about being a parent, a friend, a spouse, or a 

citizen, an employee, or a professional” (Malpass et al., 2007: 249). Thus, the authors 

argue that “decisions about consumption follow from and fit into […] broader patterns of 

life and work” (Malpass et al., 2007: 249). Following from these observations, green 

consumption might be understood as a practice that fits into established practices and 

personal identities. What are the limitations then for proliferating practices of 

environmentalism in consumption? How does this type of subjectivity fit in with ideas of 

being a parent or a professional? How do we see green consumption being tailored to fit 

certain types of lifestyles? These questions suggest that practices of green consumption 

are not reducible to matters of personal choice but rather, are embedded within material 

infrastructures and social expectations. 

My research effectively points to the implications of advanced liberal government 

for the environmental movement with regards to green consumption. At the outset of this 
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project, I situated green consumption as a highly visible and pervasive terrain that 

embodies the idea that consumer culture is a viable conduit for urging people to adopt 

environmentalism into their day-to-day life. By employing the theory of governmentality, 

I have demonstrated that important questions need to be raised about the contemporary 

environmental movements and government of green consumption. I also questioned the 

nature of choice and freedom and pointed to the constraints of these for directing and 

shaping conduct. Furthermore, this thesis raised the problem of how to address the current 

problem of environmental degradation. As I explained in chapter two, both philosophies 

of sustainability and ecology argue for an approach to environmentalism that involves 

social change. Although this thesis does not contest such an approach, it does flag 

limitations regarding techniques for mobilizing social change in the direction of 

environmentally benign living. Indeed, I demonstrated that green consumption is not one-

dimensional, but rather, converges political, economic, social and cultural ideas and 

practices suggesting that approaches to environmentalism requires consideration of the 

ways in which these impact the nature of choice.  
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