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Abstract 
Nature and capitalism are two mismatched entities and they have always been in 
opposition to each other. Due to the capitalist development, nature is exploited and 
sacrificed. Ruthless capitalist development induces irreversible destruction to our nature. 
A prosperous, growing, and safe country needs water, clean air, forests, and arable land. 
Under current trends, these components of the natural resource foundation threaten to 
decline significantly as population and per capita incomes rise. Despite the urgent need 
for society to mitigate environmental catastrophe and shift towards a sustainable way of 
living, the problem of wasteful consumerism is only increasing. This research explores 
why this is the case through an analysis of meaning and motivation for modern 
consumerism. To address the tension between the problem of wasteful consumerism and 
sustainability, this research analyses the emerging discourse on sustainable consumption 
lifestyles.  
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Introduction 
Consumerism is best defined as a cultural state in which economic 
consumption has taken on a life of its own (Miles, 1998). It's a situation in 
which the activity of consumerism is taking over more and more cultural 
functions, colonizing more and more areas of human experience. 
(Bauman, 1998 Habermas, 1984 Jackson, 2006, Jahangir, 2014). It refers to 
the ways in which an expanding number of 'social discussions' are used 
to pursue hedonistic pleasures or to mark status and identity, in addition 
to the well-worn arguments surrounding the uses of consumerism to 
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pursue hedonistic pleasures or to mark status and identity. (Jackson, 
2006) such as questions of morality, meaning and the good life are 
mediated through processes of consumption. As a result, consumerism is 
defined by high levels of economic consumption, which leads to 
increased material consumption and accelerated environmental 
destruction. In a nutshell, whereas balancing the act of "sustainable 
consumption" is at least possible, balancing the act of "sustainable 
consumerism" is significantly more difficult. 
  
Objectives of the study 

 To have conceptual analysis of consumerism and environmental 
sustainability by surveying relevant review of literature; 

 to analyze the dialectics between the problem of wasteful 
consumerism and sustainability and 

 to analyze the emerging discourse on sustainable consumption life 
styles and identities. 

 
Methodology 
This study used mostly secondary data. A deductive approach, as 
opposed to inductive approach, was used in this study. Deductive theory 
is an approach in which the researcher uses knowledge and theories that 
have been previously developed on a particular topic to test using a 
hypothesis and ultimately subject to empirical testing (Bryman, 2001).  
Ultimately, the goal of this study is to understand the dichotomous 
relationship between consumerism and environmental sustainability as 
well as emerging approaches. 
 
Consumerism and capitalism 
Capitalism forms the context in which most of the world now responds to 
global environmental change. It has engendered widespread adverse 
effects on social welfare, the environment, and human rights; has 
engendered inequalities and widened poverty within and between states; 
and has unleashed an attack on the welfare state (Jahangir and Shafi, 
2015. Besides, it produces (and is produced by) particular types of 
environmental change, and forms the basis of the political institutions 
and social relations which define our collective ability to effectively 
respond to environmental change. This is increasingly at odds even with 
establishment rhetoric and policy debates about a new green deal, the 
‘greening’ of capitalism or calls for an altogether different capitalism: one 
less prone to crisis and instability and consistent with tackling climate 
change. Clearly there is a great deal of important work on issues such as 
payments for ecosystem services, attempts to value and commodity 
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water, carbon and forests (Bakker, 2004; Corbera and Brown, 2008), or 
about more generic attempts to ‘marketise’ environmental governance 
(Newell, 2008). But the Mainstream global environmental change 
community rarely writes openly about capitalism and ecology. There are 
of course many critical and radical journals that have no such inhibitions 
(Capitalism, Nature, Socialism and Antipode being two obvious 
examples) and some disciplinary journals devote greater attention to the 
analysis of capitalism, such as Geoforum or Transactions, but again only a 
handful of articles explicitly address the relationship between capitalism 
and ecology in those terms. There are also large bodies of work, cited 
below, which look at the relationship between capitalism and ecology in 
generic terms but, thus far, they have remained outliers in the orthodox 
study of global environmental change. Why is that and does it matter?  
 
Approaches to sustainable development and environment 
There has been extensive academic literature produced on the concept of 
sustainable development; this literature has emerged from various 
disciplines such as development studies, environmental studies, 
sociology and economics which adopt differing views of the emergence, 
practice and goals of sustainable development. Differing approaches 
towards sustainable development have also emerged between 
mainstream perspectives, such as those of the United Nations and the 
World Bank, who approach sustainable development primarily in terms 
of economic conditions and critical perspectives, such as Environmental 
Marxists and Poststructuralists, who adopt a more ecologically focused 
approach. The substantial debate surrounding sustainable development 
is reflected by the broad range of literature available on the subject 
(Castro 2004). However most if not all approaches to sustainable 
development have reached a consensus that it is mainly concerned with 
maintaining conditions for the future generations. Most definitions 
acknowledge the three interdependent pillars on which sustainable 
development is based; the environmental, economic and social 
dimensions and they recognize that the ultimate goal is to simultaneously 
achieve maximum progress across all three areas. The majority of 
approaches also accept the necessity of establishing a compromise 
between economic development and environmental sustainability so that 
economic growth can be pursued in an environmentally sustainable 
manner in both the developed and the developing world. The most 
established mainstream perspective of sustainable development is 
provided by the approach of the UN which is widely recognized.  
Mainstream approaches emphasize that environmental degradation in 
the developing world is caused by a combination of poverty, poor 
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governance and the ignorance of the general public. Mainstream 
sustainable development also accepts the persistence of contemporary 
neoliberal capitalism and the approach of dominant developmentalism 
rather than challenging them (Adams 2009, p. 116). The most established 
mainstream perspective of sustainable development is provided by the 
approach of the UN which is widely recognized as the initiator of serious 
international discussion on sustainable development as a global 
challenge. The UN views poverty and inequality as an underlying cause 
of environmental degradation, therefore it focuses on addressing the 
underlying causes of poverty and inequality in order to prevent further 
environmental degradation and ensure greater environmental 
sustainability in the future (WCED 1987). Greater economic growth in 
developing nations, according to the UN, will alleviate and finally 
eliminate poverty and inequality by creating freer markets and 
transferring knowledge, capital, and technology from the developed 
world. The World Bank has a neoliberal approach to sustainable 
development, emphasizing the role of the free market and market 
mechanisms in achieving ecologically friendly practices. The United 
Nations and the World Bank's strategy is based on orthodox 
environmental economics, which claims that economic growth in the 
periphery is required to avoid additional environmental damage. 
Environmental economics emphasizes the need of determining the 
economic implications of environmental policies in order to establish 
effective environmental policies that maintain environmental 
sustainability without constraining economic growth. It considers nature 
to be a form of capital or an asset, and hence the goal of sustainable 
development necessitates that the change in capital stocks over time is not 
negative. This view has been criticized on many levels; philosophically as 
nature cannot be viewed as a commodity of the economy and 
methodologically as a price cannot be set on nature (Castro 2004, pp. 200-
202). It is argued that the mainstream approach to sustainable 
development is more concerned with sustaining economic development 
than with achieving environmental sustainability. Those critical of the 
approach have claimed that it seeks to manage environmental conditions 
in order to ensure maximum long-term capital accumulation rather than 
to achieve practices of sustainable development. The view of the 
mainstream approach that global environmental factors can be addressed 
by slightly adjusting existing market mechanisms and without altering 
the fundamental character of the capitalist economy has also come under 
severe criticism, particularly from those who approach sustainable 
development from a critical perspective (Castro 2004, p. 207, Escobar 
1995, pp. 75-77). Environmental Marxists also provide a detailed critique 
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of the possibilities of achieving environmental sustainability in a 
capitalist society. They take an opposite position from environmental 
economists in most issues; according to environmental Marxists 
mainstream sustainable development is basically economic growth on 
capitalist terms and economic growth cannot be avoided or prevented 
under the current capitalist system (Castro 2004, pp. 214-216). 
Environmental Marxists highlights that capitalism and sustainable 
development have contradictory goals; capitalism causes a metabolic rift 
in relations between humans and nature as long distance trade moves 
energy and matter from one place to another and that the fundamental 
features of capitalism such as capital accumulation and the forced 
transformation of societies cannot continue if sustainable development 
practices are to be implemented. Environmental Marxism recognizes that 
sustainable development cannot be achieved in a capitalist system as this 
would be based on viewing the environment as a commodity; nature as 
capital that produces goods and services (Marx 1981, p. 754). It is essential 
to consider the environmental Marxism perspective of sustainable 
development as it seriously challenges the mainstream approach and 
provides a real alternative in the establishment of a truly democratic, just 
and sustainable society (Castro 2004, pp. 220). It is necessary to consider 
both the mainstream and critical perspectives of sustainable development 
in addition to the various approaches of different disciplines in order to 
gain an in-depth understanding of the concept. In practice, mainstream 
sustainable development dominates; this is reflected by international 
agreements such as the MDGs and the national policies and strategies of 
developed and developing countries that have been implemented in an 
attempt to achieve the three pillars of sustainable development. The 
MDGs and national economic and environmental policies have attempted 
to reconcile economic growth and environmental sustainability; while 
mainstream sustainable development deems this to be challenging but 
possible, the critical approach argues that the mainstream approach has 
overlooked significant issues and is contradictory in its aims. Other 
critical perspectives argue that sustainable development cannot be 
attained while neoliberal capitalism prevails. 
 
Discussion 
Sustainable lifestyles are ways of action and consumption, used by people 
to relate and identify themselves from others, which: meet basic needs, 
provide a better quality of life, minimize the use of natural resources and 
emissions of waste and pollutants over the lifecycle, and do not 
jeopardize the needs of future generations (Mont, 20071). Sustainable 
consumption is related to the process of purchasing products and 
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services, consuming and disposing, while sustainable lifestyles include a 
broader set of activities, such as interaction, leisure activities, sports and 
education, including, but not limited to, material consumption (Mont, 
2007). A resolution of this tension can be found in the related concepts of 
sustainable lifestyles – which addresses the issue of meaning - and 
alternative hedonism (Soper, 2006) – which addresses the issues of 
pleasure and desire. The language of ‘sustainable lifestyles’ is becoming 
ubiquitous in media, comment and environmental policy and yet there is 
still a good deal of ambiguity as to what this actually means or entails. 
Part of this has to do with the difficulties involved in defining the concept 
of ‘lifestyle’. Indeed, it has been suggested that the term can 
simultaneously refer to everything and mean absolutely nothing (Sobel, 
1981). Nevertheless, as with consumption/consumerism, social and 
cultural theories have a wealth of insights to offer here and there have 
been some serious attempts to use these in explicating the concept of 
‘sustainable lifestyles’ (for example Bedford, 2002 Spaargaren, 2003).  
A good way of thinking about ‘lifestyles’ is as an assemblage of social 
practices, that represent a particular way of life and give substance to an 
individual’s ongoing narrative self identity and self-actualization 
(Giddens, 1991). Again, there is an important symbolic dimension at play 
here but this does not mean –as the likes of Campbell (1995) suggest - that 
the analysis of lifestyles is the analysis of tastes rather than values or the 
triumph of aesthetics over ethics. Indeed, Giddens (1991) is keen to point 
out that these assemblages of practices should form a coherent life politics 
that takes into account questions of the right way to live one’s life. It is 
important not to overplay the extent to which lifestyles are matters of 
reflexive choice as opposed to structural disposition (Bourdieu, 1984) and 
on this note, Spaargaren’s (2003) analysis of sustainable lifestyles and 
sustainable consumption highlights the ways in which individual choices 
and social practices are both constrained and enabled by structural and 
institutional processes which, following Giddens (1984), he terms systems 
of provision. 
 
Conclusion 
The present discussion revealed that consumption behavior is influenced 
by both internal (socio-psychological, culture) and external (institutional, 
economic, infrastructure) factors which needs to be addressed, 
Government, business and consumers all need to act to enable sustainable 
lifestyles. The study emphasized that the government needs to get the 
incentive system right to promote the low carbon economy that we need. 
Different people will vary in their willingness and ability to change and 
will therefore require different approaches and incentives. The rebound 
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effect is hindering progress from improved resource efficiency and must 
be considered in policies aimed at improving production efficiencies. The 
present discussion also revealed that lifestyle analysis require a 
consumption perspective taking account the full lifecycle impact of 
everything we buy and use, which has a direct bearing on sustainable 
consumption. The study further revealed that there is a need of 
understanding local contexts conditions such as the influence of factors 
such as income, household size, education, culture, and so forth to 
establish factors that drive higher impact lifestyles. A global climate 
change agreement that involves both environmental and development 
issues must be realized to progress towards the drastic cuts in emissions 
needed. Once we have met our basic needs, further consumption doesn’t 
seem to make us any happier. However, in the developed world we are 
increasingly consuming goods to satisfy non-material needs. 
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