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Abstract

This article presents a critical assessment of the literature on sustainable
consumption in the global North and South, in the context of accelerated
andmegascale transitions that are needed across all human activities, in ways
that “leave no one behind,” as envisaged in the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). It challenges two dominant, related research
foci: an emphasis on the individual and individual aspirations of the good
life, and the policy incrementalism of rational, ecological modernization. Al-
though conceding individuals must act consciously to advance sustainabil-
ity, nuanced interpretations of collective sustainable living rarely feature in
mainstream research. Discussion highlights values of extended family, tribe
and community solidarity, and human and nonhuman interrelationships for
harmonious, peaceful, spiritual, and material coexistence. Concepts such as
Ahimsa (India), Buen Vivir (South America), Ubuntu (Africa), Hauora (New
Zealand), or Shiawase and Ikigai (Japan), for example, can enrich understand-
ings of sustainable living as long-term collective action for sustainable de-
velopment and reducing climate change.
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INTRODUCTION: WHY A NORTH-SOUTH REVIEW OF SUSTAINABLE
CONSUMPTION?

Multiple binary characterizations such as north-south, rich-poor, developed-developing, low-high
income, Annex I andNon Annex I countries are used in a variety of research contexts, for example,
when analyzing international negotiations, or framing international policy. A north-south binary
in particular has been used in multiple ways in political economy literature (1), trade literature
(2), and geography (3), especially in discourses of globalization, colonization, and assessments of
interconnectedness. A binary also informs much climate debate; for example, Annex I and Non
Annex I are specific political binaries that have informed the territorial supply side of greenhouse
gas emission inventory reporting, and climate negotiations about burden sharing, common but
differentiated responsibility sharing, and technology transfer. The use of north-south binaries has
significant challenges and the use of a simple binary of Annex I and Non Annex I has also been
contested in international climate negotiations.Critics argue that deploying Annex I andNon An-
nex I binaries fails to account for emissions from actions that empower the poor in both categories
and fails to capture how poverty is multidimensional and not just categorized by low income (4).
Within both Annex I and Non Annex I countries, there are also communities threatened with
the possibility of declining investment and loss of jobs and economic returns, who need support
for just transitions that cannot be achieved by technological solutions alone (5–7). There is also
significant debate around how we can reduce the lifestyle emissions of conspicuous high-carbon
consumers in all regions, while allowing space for survival emissions for the poor (8).

These debates underscore why amore nuanced categorization of countries is important for sci-
entific inquiry, climate action, and international negotiations. The use of binaries has led to much
confusion and needs some deeper reflection; however, that is not the goal of this article. Although
there are many similarities between the impacts of high consumers from various geographic re-
gions, there are also sufficient differences between developed and developing economy experiences
for a north-south distinction to retain analytic power. In this discussion, we use the terms global
South and North, not as formal geographic regions, but following Bell (9) and Naguib-Pellow
(10), we use the term “global South” as a “social designation” for politically, environmentally, and
economically vulnerable communities that include socioeconomically underprivileged communi-
ties in rich nation contexts, while similarly acknowledging at times “global North” may include
highly privileged communities in poor nation contexts (10).
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IPCC:
Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate
Change

Past Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports have discussed the impor-
tance of sustainable consumption in the context of low-carbon lifestyles that reduce use of material
resources while supporting human well-being, but have offered little detail about how such ap-
proaches can be achieved at scale (11; 12, p. 12).TheGlobal Energy Assessment also acknowledged
the crucial importance of changes to lifestyles and consumption patterns and lamented the lack
of progress to date (13). The upcoming IPCC Sixth Assessment Report will feature a chapter on
demand, services, and social aspects of mitigation that examines how lifestyles, sustainable con-
sumption, and demand-side solutions can contribute to new solution pathways for far-reaching
transformation (14).

This critical assessment of the literature provides a typology for understanding how lifestyles
and sustainable consumption have been studied in the comparative context of global North and
South and the implications of these approaches. We argue that the research lens of the global
North, and the policy approaches it informs, needs to be widened beyond a predominant emphasis
on rational individual behaviors, and individual material accumulation at point of use, to consider
the transformative perspectives inherent in a variety of perspectives of collective sustainable living
(15, 16). We also argue that taking a global North and South comparative approach highlights
an emerging shift in recent writing toward inclusive, just consumption for strong sustainability.
This focus on just consumption—a concept that encompasses both sufficiency (just enough) and
justice (17)—together with richer understandings of collective, sustainable living (18), can offer
us inspiring visions to motivate action beyond the rhetoric of green growth, consumer education,
and the eco-efficiency often associated with weak sustainable consumption.This research suggests
that values of generosity, interconnection, and harmony are more likely to mobilize and support
collective action for transformative changes in ways that advance human dignity, minimize lock-
in effects, and reduce consumption of material resources (15, 19). This intersection of literatures
offers a potentially fruitful site for new interdisciplinary perspectives to bridge the research divide
between the global North and South (19, 20).

SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION: FRAMING IN
INTERNATIONAL AGREEMENTS

There are competing discourses about sustainable consumption and ideal ways of living. Before
reviewing these, we briefly consider how perspectives of the global North have influenced
international framing of the concept of sustainable consumption. In 1992, the United Nations
Earth Summit placed sustainable consumption firmly on the international agenda when it
noted a “causal” link between wasteful and inefficient postindustrial consumption patterns and
environmental degradation (21). The Rio Declaration of the Earth Summit (the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development) stated in Principle 8 that, “to achieve sustainable
development and a higher quality of life for all people, States should reduce and eliminate
unsustainable patterns of production and consumption and promote appropriate demographic
policies” (22).

However, this promising emphasis on reducing consumption in developed countries was not
maintained (23). Global negotiations about sustainable consumption quickly became entwined
with debate about population growth in ways that enabled governments of the global North to
avoid serious scrutiny of their own responsibilities for increasing production and consumption “for
several decades” (24, pp. 1, 9). As a result, there have been few constructive international policies
aimed at reducing consumption levels in high-income societies (25). Furthermore, the framing
of sustainable consumption shifted over time, from a responsibility of producers for the use of
resources in production and manufacturing and sales to a responsibility of individual consumers
(26) to respond appropriately to market signals (27).
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SDG: Sustainable
Development Goal

In 1995, Norway hosted a Symposium andMinisterial roundtable on sustainable consumption
in Oslo. Those meetings acknowledged the need to use goods and service in ways, “that respond
to basic needs and bring a better quality of life, while minimizing the use of natural resources,
toxic materials and emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle, so as not to jeopardize
the needs of future generations” (28, p. 235). However, there was significant ambiguity in the
Oslo documents (29), which reflected an ongoing tension between weak and strong perspectives
of sustainable consumption (23). The term “weak sustainable consumption and production” (16,
24) has been increasingly associated with the policy approach of “ecological modernization”
(30–32). Viewed from this perspective, the focus of ecological modernization is on sustaining
economic growth using efficient consumption and production techniques including, for example,
technological improvements, product design, decoupling of energy use, and targeted consumer
behavior changes (33, 34). Critics of ecological modernism contrast this approach with “strong
sustainable production and consumption,” where consumption is significantly reduced in a wider
context of reducing overall rates of material growth and ecological degradation (16, 24, 35, 36).
Since the 1992 Earth Summit, many analysts have noted that the policies of weak sustainable
consumption have received “some attention” in international agreements but policies that would
advance strong sustainable consumption are “…almost entirely absent from political debates,”
existing only in the “marginal sectors of society and research, or as a symbolic reminder in official
documents” (23, p. 263).

In his retrospective review of sustainable consumption, Tim Jackson (37) noted that there has
been a growing recognition in the global North of the importance of sustainable consumption and
production in advancing sustainable development, since the turn of the millennium, particularly in
the United Kingdom. While the United Kingdom and the Nordic states have shown significant
leadership in sustainable consumption, there have been other promising multilateral, bilateral,
and unilateral efforts (38). The Global Energy Assessment (13) knowledge module on lifestyles,
for example, highlighted community-scale efforts such as ecological, carbon, and energy footprint
reductions, a global commons view, and “sufficiency” norms (17). The sufficiency principle in
particular addresses the level of consumption within planetary limits in ways that move beyond
reliance on risky or unproven technology and yet remain sensitive to social well-being needs (35).

A variety of new international indicators have also been developed for measuring social
progress in association with levels of consumption; these include the Index of Sustainable Eco-
nomic Welfare (ISEW), the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), Sustainable Net Benefit Index
(SNBI), the Genuine Happiness Indicator (GHI), and the United Nations Human Development
Index (39, 40). These comparative indices of consumption have been promoted as measures of
well-being or happiness, and their use has contributed to understanding that in richer commu-
nities, where basic necessities are met, there may only be weak correlations between income and
well-being beyond a certain level of wealth (39–41). Despite these international insights, main-
stream perspectives on sustainable consumption have largely been resistant to calls for reduction
of consumption, and consumption rates have continued to rise globally (42, 43).

A promising shift in the international framework for addressing the relationships between sus-
tainable consumption and lifestyles occurred in 2015 when the United Nations agreed on Sus-
tainable Development Goal (SDG) 12 (to ensure Sustainable Consumption and Production). The
wider aim of the global goals for sustainable development has been to address more broadly the
criticism of previous development agendas that they had failed to “fully integrate the key dimen-
sion of sustainable consumption and production, treating sustainable consumption and reduction
as an add-on rather than a crucial element of achieving a lower carbon more sustainable future”
(44). The SDGs have also been informed by grassroots efforts to achieve more sustainable con-
sumption and production and a growing recognition of the value of setting intermediate goals to
long-term sustainability (45).
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Although increased international attention on sustainable consumption and production pat-
terns and related indicators is welcome, the implementation of SDG12 so far has been less encour-
aging. The focus of the SDGs has largely reinforced a view that consumption should be treated
as the outcome of individual choices and behaviors and best addressed, for example, by consumer
education rather than production or distribution regulation (46). Critics of SDG approaches to
sustainable consumption have argued that business interests have watered down the implementa-
tion of SDG 12, drawing the focus away from reducing consumption levels (47). Similarly, other
critics argue that the SDGs implicitly emphasize the impact of an “expanding middle class” in
the newly emerging economies of the global South and the threat their consumption poses to
sustainability. As a result, the SDGs are weighted toward “support” for “developing countries”
to strengthen “technological capacity” for sustainable consumption via promotion of “sustainable
public procurement practices” and “consumer information and awareness campaigns,” rather than
regulation of production and consumption in both the globalNorth and South (47; see also 48, 49).

In 2015, at the time the SDGs were agreed on, the Paris Climate Agreement was also signed.
Both the Paris Agreement and the IPCC’s subsequent special report on Global Warming of 1.5°C
highlighted the need for far-reaching and rapid transformation of patterns of consumption. For
example, the P1 modeled pathway in the IPCC special report is concerned with ways that limit
global warming to 1.5° above preindustrial level without any overshoot. This pathway has high-
lighted tensions between the weak sustainable consumption assumptions embedded in approaches
of technology fixes, efficient use of resources, and individual behavior change and the more far-
reaching transformations advocated by strong sustainable consumption voices, calling for reduc-
tions in the total level of energy consumption and production of goods and services (50, p. 16). As
Future Earth noted, consumption and associated production are already among the key drivers
of emissions, especially among industrialized economies; however, there is no indication that we
can achieve the scale of emission reductions needed through energy efficiency, technology, and
behavior change alone (51). Moreover, there is concern that the investments required for more
sustainable infrastructure in development will “use up a significant share” of any 2° Celsius carbon
budget, while efforts to raise the standard of living of the world’s poor will also consume a major
portion of the available carbon allowance (51).

The recent IPCC special report on global warming of 1.5°C introduced literature from a
global South view that highlights per capita consumption comparisons and wasteful consump-
tion (52, 53). Although there is still insufficient research reported from the global South, there are
new efforts to bridge deepening divides between the global North and South about sustainable
consumption (54). There is tension, for example, between those who argue that greater respon-
sibility rests with high-income communities for reducing consumption and embedded emissions,
and those who argue that inaction has also prevailed for a long time in the global South, due to
inequality, corruption in governance, and an imperative to “develop now, clean up later” (55, 56).

In this article, we argue that a just-consumption approach, alongside emerging ideas of sus-
tainable living informed by values, has much potential to help bridge the division in consumption
approaches between the global North and South as well as help unlock the collective social agency
of consumers, governments, and businesses to support far-reaching systemic transformation
(56; 57; 58, see also the works of Amartya Sen cited in 59; 60).

INTRODUCING A NORTH-SOUTH TYPOLOGY OF
SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION

Given the contested framing of sustainable consumption in international governance, and the
need to scale up rapid and far-reaching changes, this critical assessment of the literature offers a
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research typology as a tool for understanding how lifestyles and consumption have been studied
in the global North and South and the implications for these approaches.

The typology identifies the following four broad approaches to sustainable consumption
research:

� Rational consumption approaches
� Social consumption approaches
� Degrowth approaches to consumption
� Just consumption and well living approaches

Although the first two approaches are more commonly associated with the global North, the latter
two resonate more easily with the scholarship and ideas being debated in the global South; how-
ever, none alone is sufficient for understanding the far-reaching change that is needed to achieve
a just and rapid transformation to a low-energy, low-carbon, and low-resource use world. The
global North continues to focus largely on rational, individualist approaches and on culturally
bound social practice perspectives, whereas new analysis emerging in the South offers insights
into how to reduce consumption justly through actions of collective solidarity informed by val-
ues. In the context of a historical legacy of postindustrialization, colonialism, and growing global
inequality, these four broad approaches are not mutually exclusive, however (61). The schools of
thought they draw from may have differing assumptions about what the problem of sustainable
consumption is exactly and how it should be addressed, but these approaches are also constantly
evolving.

Recent literature reviews have noted the need for cross-cultural as well as cross-disciplinary dis-
cussion in sustainable consumption (55, 62, 63).The typology offered here is based on a discussion
of the underlying values-based assumptions, which have informed recent literature on sustainable
consumption. These assumptions, in turn, reflect the evolution of ideas in diverse fields including
sociology, ethics, political science, and economics alongside community knowledge in both the
global North and South.

RATIONAL CONSUMPTION APPROACHES

Many reviews have noted the way a focus on the rational consumer has dominated much sustain-
able consumption research in the globalNorth (55, 56).This approach includes attempts to under-
stand how individuals and businesses can be encouraged, nudged, and incentivized to use products
and services efficiently (64–66). From this perspective, sustainable consumption research usually
begins with the individual or business as the unit of analysis, and these agents are assumed to be
rational and utility maximizing. In line with the tradition of ecological modernization, the rational
consumption approach emphasizes efficiency of resource use in production and consumption, the
role of technological innovation in influencing behavior change, and supply change and lifecycle
management of products alongside consumer education (67, 68).

Over time, the assumptions of ecological modernization have influenced research agendas to
focus attention on ways individual consumers can be encouraged to use products and services
more efficiently rather than reduce consumption per se (56). Changing individual choices and
actions is assumed to result from responses to market signals that incentivize sustainable, rational
behaviors (58). This approach has also informed a burgeoning literature on the “value-action
gap” and a synergy between economists and psychological research to understand choice behavior
(69). For example, research has focused on behavior transformation, social psychology, innovative
technology, or integrated policy approaches that encourage efficient use of resources, including
nexus approaches to manage the interactions of production and consumption, particularly in the
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context of planning for water, food, public health or public transport, housing, and built urban
environments (70, 71).

Implicit to rational, ecological modernization approaches to sustainable consumption is a core
concern to maintain economic growth by using resources sustainably and efficiently. The UN
Environment’s Consumption and Production Unit, for example, has argued that, “policy makers
are faced with the challenge to advance sustainability agendas while simultaneously encouraging
economic growth” (70, p. XV). Although there are many attempts within the approach to “green”
growth, growth itself is assumed as a given.

In addition to education, this rational approach to sustainable consumption has informed a
body of literature that advocates methods of decoupling to increase efficiency of resource use.
Decoupling aims to reduce negative environmental or social impacts of processes of both con-
sumption and production, via product dematerialization, decarbonization, energy efficiency, or
intensifying production (28). However, both relative decoupling and absolute decoupling litera-
tures largely approach decoupling from a technology-centric perspective; there is little reference
to changes that can be made through the interaction of users and their wider social world (72).
Many studies also aim to reduce and reuse resources, often styled as a “circular economy” of
production and consumption (73). The concept of a circular economy is intended to reduce con-
sumption by promoting resource efficiency and reducing waste, a focus that resonates with a more
far-reaching “systems” approach to change; however, the rational objectives and incremental ap-
proach to implementing the ideas of circular economics lend themselves to the “reformist” logic
of behavioral economics (74).

Ecological modernization has informed a myriad of technological and behavioral change in-
novations from reducing meat consumption and use of fossil fuel–based privatized transport, or
encouraging greater reuse and sharing of resources, products, and services (75, 76). Despite these
innovations, critics [including O’Rouke & Lollo (28), previously in this journal; see also Couturier
& Thaimai’s (77) critiques] argue that there is little evidence to show these technical reforms have
had any significant impact on reducing overall patterns of resource consumption. The rebound
effect of more efficiency gains in one sector or area can incentivize unintended consequences of
greater spending and resource use in other ways. For example, national rates of consumption have
extended beyond the limits of the planet against a background of a growing disconnection between
material and social well-being in the global North (58).

There is also increasing recognition in the literature that individual and business behavior
is deeply embedded in social norms and influenced by individual consumer habits and wider
structures of institutional power, regulation, infrastructure, economic inequality, cultural ex-
pectations, and collective social practices that interact to constrain, and in many cases lock in,
patterns of unsustainable consumption (78). As a result, from the late twentieth century and early
twenty-first century, the literature of sustainable consumption has taken an increasingly social
turn, as research, in the global North in particular, has sought to understand the social, economic,
and political structures and relationships, in which consumption behavior and social practices are
shaped and influenced.

SOCIAL CONSUMPTION APPROACHES

Socially embedded perspectives on sustainable consumption seek to understand how everyday life,
actions, practices, relationships, and interactions evolve and change in wider social and economic
systems. This approach is influenced by research in sociology, anthropology, and technology
studies, and the literature from a social consumption perspective has also been called a “recon-
figurative” approach, because it seeks to understand and rethink why and how consumption is
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experienced in the complex social world (74). This social turn in sustainable consumption
literature focuses not only on understanding what individuals do but also on analyzing why and
how individuals, firms, policymakers, consumers, public opinion, and nongovernmental actors
both influence and in turn are influenced by social and political structures and the diffusion of
technological innovation.

The social turn in consumer studies also emphasizes the many complex ways in which con-
sumption can be understood as embedded in interconnected actions and relationships between
individuals as they experience and make sense of their world. For example, social approaches to
consumption examine how individuals and groups perceive well-being, how consumption patterns
change with lifestyle change, and how social norms and cultural values can influence consumer as-
pirations and actions (30, 79–81). If the rational approach to consumer behavior change examines
what people do, the social turn seeks to understand why, by examining the underlying motiva-
tions, values, and social processes that influence consumption. Advocates of the social approach
to sustainable consumption argue, for example, that changes to consumption patterns are most
effective and best understood when they are examined in the context of wider social and eco-
nomic systems, such as changes in life course, the birth of a new baby, or retirement from work
(82).

A particular focus within the broad social approach examines consumption “practices,”
(72, p. 688) that is, the study of consumption routines as these occur in “distinct domains of
social life,” to identify opportunities to reduce consumption and lessen environmental impact
through the action of “knowledgeable and capable agents who make use of the possibilities
offered to them in the context of specific systems of provision” (72, p. 688; see also 83–84). The
social practice approach to research focuses attention on the habits and “…transformation of
sociotechnical systems and daily life practices in domains such as mobility, food, and energy
provision and use” (78). Scholars of social practice research tradition argue their focus matters
because “…mobility (automobile and air transport), food (meat and dairy), and domestic energy
consumption (heating/cooling, lighting, washing, showering, appliances) account for 70–80%
of lifecycle impacts in industrialized countries” (26). Practices are often unconscious, everyday
actions and habits. Social practice research sheds light on how habits become resistant to change
or how, despite these constraints, radical innovations can emerge in “niches,” or “protected space
at the edges or outside of existing arrangements” so new ideas and novel approaches can gain
social acceptance and legitimacy without government policy or regulation (26).

Although the social turn has offered new insights into the context of sustainable consumption,
there are significant criticisms. Socially embedded perspectives run the risk of depoliticizing
their accounts of how change happens. For example, failing to attend to the unintended, unjust
political consequences of new practices including popular peer-to-peer sharing schemes that
can deepen social inequality (85). Moreover, critics (85) argue that the prevailing narratives in
social consumption research are dominated by the perspectives of the global North, and often
promote “consuming differently” for those with resources and opportunity to be able to make
alternative consumption choices rather than anticonsumption in the form of “consuming less”
(86). Furthermore, the focus in much social research in the global North continues to be the
individual (or aggregates of individuals in the case of social practice research) rather than the
influence of social institutions such as tribes and political or religious institutions on consumer
behavior, collective action, and world views (87). Critics of the social practice approach also
argue that these perspectives underemphasize the role of individual agency in leading system
change and the opportunity for democratic intervention, oversight, or regulation of consumption
(56, 88). Despite greater understanding of the social influences on consumption, there is ongoing
resistance to reducing consumption, and high consumption lifestyles are expanding globally
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(89, 90). These concerns have sparked a variety of new debates in research that explicitly seek to
reduce levels of consumption, and it is to these approaches we now turn.

DEGROWTH APPROACHES TO SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION

While the rational approach to sustainable consumption focuses on individuals as the agent of
change and seeks to reform market processes to make growth more efficient, and the social ap-
proach aims to reconfigure the social systems that structure unsustainable behaviors, a third school
of thought, inspired by the ideas of degrowth, seeks to challenge the underlying assumptions that
human well-being depends on continuous economic growth based on material resources (58, 91–
93). Degrowth research aims to show how to reduce consumption and use of energy and material
resources while achieving human well-being within the constraints of a finite planet. Informed by
the work of postgrowth economics, and ecological economics, these degrowth approaches to sus-
tainable consumption examine how consumption fulfils a variety of social and political purposes
beyond merely meeting needs or conveying status (94).

Sustainable consumption framed in a degrowth tradition is sensitive to the argument that com-
modities not only meet basic needs but support the capabilities of citizens to participate in pub-
lic life (86). However, alongside the social meanings of consumption, degrowth and ecological
economists are also interested in understanding how consumption that results in unsustainable
and unequal growth can be addressed to enable the world’s population to flourish more equi-
tably.Degrowth focuses explicitly on the political economy including the interactions of individual
agents and societal institutions to reduce consumption (95), through, for example, consumption
strikes, where efforts to reduce consumption and use of materials is framed as a collective political
demand rather than an individual consumer action (96).

The focus of explicitly reducing overall consumption through degrowth has sometimes been
termed radical (26). However, in the context of the Paris Climate Agreement and the insights of
the IPCC special report on global warming of 1.5°C, challenging growth may be imperative if
we are to achieve rapid far-reaching systemic change (97). Thus, the degrowth approach could
arguably be viewed as far reaching, transformative, and ultimately more rational than radical. The
challenge for degrowth scholars is how to achieve these far-reaching changes, against political
resistance, in just and fair ways that advance sustainable development. In this regard, a new turn
in degrowth toward just consumption when coupled with the insights of indigenous and global
South scholars, into sustainable living,may offer a new way forward for low consumption societies
while also achieving socially just and sustainable outcomes.

JUST CONSUMPTION AND SUSTAINABLE-LIVING APPROACHES

The question of how to achieve major system changes that reduce consumption as part of far-
reaching climate change mitigation efforts, while leaving no one behind, is an urgent one. There
is widespread recognition of the risk that reducing growth and consumption may exacerbate
inequality and reinforce injustices particularly in the global South (98). Many communities will
struggle to replace the employment opportunities and incomes that were associated with high
consumption and production industries (99). Consuming resources within limits also requires
communities to meet human development needs (100, 101).

We use the term just consumption for research approaches that seek to reduce consumption
and remedy the inequitable social and economic impacts this may impose on communities already
bearing other burdens, for example, of inequality and the legacy of colonization, racism, or other
forms of social injustice (102, 103). Just-consumption literature is attentive to systemic inequalities
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such as the oppression of women or the way new forms of slavery are maintained in the entwined
processes of consumption and production, or the processes by which citizens become trapped by
high levels of consumption-related debt (104–106).

Although frequently associated with the global South, just-consumption theory has also been
advanced in the global North by feminist philosophers. For example, Iris Marion Young initially
asked, “do people in relatively free and affluent countries such as the United States, Canada or
Germany have responsibilities to try to improve working conditions and wages of workers in
far-off parts of the world who produce items those in the more affluent countries purchase?”
(107, p. 365). Young’s ground-breaking work considered the responsibility citizens have for
justice to distant others and examined the “antisweatshop” and “No Logo” movements at the
turn of the century, which asserted that those in the global North have responsibility with respect
to the working conditions of workers in other countries and should take actions to meet their
responsibilities (107).

The concept of just consumption also informs a critical, caring approach to sustainable
living—not to be confused with the emergence of caring consumption as a marketing tool,
which all too frequently has informed feminized portrayals of mothers and women engaged in
apparently gratifying acts of consumption to control and care for others” (108). For example,
just-consumption values have begun to influence government policy in New Zealand, toward
an “economy of kindness” informed by complex, embedded values of kaitiakitanga (guardian-
ship), manakitanga (hospitality), and hauora (holistic wellness) as a way to address the inequality
associated with relentless material growth and resource consumption (109, 110).

Iris Young argues “…relatively affluent people in the global North” share responsibility for
the fate not only of those in their own communities, but for “the faraway workers,” given that
“structural processes connect us to them” (107, p. 370). Her work explores what such connections
and responsibilities mean. She suggests that there are grounds for the argument that better-off
people in some parts of the world have responsibilities toward globally worse off people wherever
they are, an idea that also resonates with other feminist challenges to unjust consumption and
service relationships across the global North and South (111).

Alongside issues of just consumption, scholars from the global South have been researching
how a wide variety of values can inform and sustain sustainable consumption policies, including
values of harmonious, peaceful, communal well living. Their perspectives challenge the dominant
global North assumptions that sustainable consumption is best supported by values of the good
life and social progress measures informed by individual well-being and happiness preferences
(112). Concepts such as Buen Vivir and ideas associated with the Quechua peoples of the Andes in
South America, for example, convey a different vision of a community ethic of care for others and
relationships with the nonhuman world as a desirable way of living (113). Similarly, the values of
Sumak Kawsay or well living in the context of indigenous Ecuadorian communities of the Kichwa
have informed the Constitution of Ecuador, which pays respect to interrelated values of amasanga,
or spiritual energy of the natural world; nunghui, or energy of cultivated gardens and handicrafts;
and sunghui, or source of life (113–115). These cosmological elements are a critical community
response to the negative impacts of economic growth, and these values also inform legal debate
and help to give meaning to collective action to promote sustainable development and fair trade
relationships in postcolonial contexts (115).

Others have argued that values such as ahimsha, a concept advocated and experimented at so-
cietal scale by Gandhi in India, was driven by the philosophy that human supremacy over lower
animals means ethically that “higher should protect the lower and man eats not for enjoyment but
to live” (116, 117). This value informed Gandhi’s principle of nonviolence (ahimsha) and vision of
a society built on kindness, cooperation, and dignity. Scholars argue that ahimsha when expressed
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through authentic everyday practices of yoga, i.e., unity of all life, can also help sustain individual
commitments to sustainable consumption by promoting amindful, nonviolent, healthy, and peace-
ful way of living (118).

Ubuntu is an African philosophy of human interconnection, respect, and care for future
generations that advocates argue can help sustain community efforts to consume more sustain-
ably (119). The interconnection principle of ubuntu resonates with New Zealand, Māori, and
Pacific communities concepts of whanau ora and hauora, concepts that reflect multidimensional
interconnected values of well-being as extended family well-being and holistic environmental and
spiritual health (120–122). Hauora or holistic well-being informs indigenous food consumption
and production, within a “nexus of relationships from a place” in which food is imbued with a
mauri, or life force, and whakapapa, or genealogy and story (120). A Māori kaupapa or world view
of sustainable consumption is informed by related values of tikanga (or an ethical philosophy),
that seeks to advance human and nonhuman flourishing through principles of kaitiakitanga, or
the care and guardianship of ecological systems over time; whanaungatanga, or equity and respect;
and kaikokiritanga, or precautionary management (120).

Similarly, in Tokelau inati is a cultural practice and value that governs the sharing of food and
communal resources. As Kupu Kupu (123, p. 157) explains “…when a village engages in commu-
nal fishing expeditions, the entire catch is brought back to ‘Te Laulau,’ the traditional area of land
where everything is shared, and it is then distributed to the whole village.” This practice in turn
reflects a deeper cultural value of Vai Niu a world view that serves as a counterpoint to individu-
alism, and expresses a sense that, “I am not an individual; I am an integral part of the cosmos. I
share a divinity with my ancestors, the land, the seas and the skies….I share a tofi (an inheritance)
with my family, my village and my nation” (124, pp. 86–87).

From Japan, scholars argue that values like shiawase (delight, peace) and ikigai (fulfillment) are
also values that can be invoked to support sustainable consumption in the context of meaningful
living (125). Similarly, since the turn of the century, Japan has experienced a surge in the use of
the wordmottainai (wasteful) in children’s literature,media, popular music, and government policy
(126). The concept has been deliberately evoked to open discussion with millennial youth in Japan
about values thatmight informways to livemeaningful lives in the context of low economic growth
and with fewer material possessions (126).

It is often difficult to inspire and sustain strong positive visions of sustainable living. Stepping
back to listen to deeper values,which could sustain a sense of community solidarity, has always been
a powerful way to support social change. The values embedded in diverse visions of sustainable
living discussed here evoke concepts of generosity, reciprocity, care, kindness, community respon-
sibility, and interconnection with the nonhuman and human world. Expressing values can offer
authentic pathways to strengthen community relationships and meaningful ways of living. The
philosophies and values of the global South can often move beyond universalized, instrumental
goals such as individual happiness or the reduction of carbon (115). Values that advance concep-
tions of communal solidarity can also inform new approaches to informal or popular economies in
ways that foster highly interconnected, just, and harmonious relationships (127). Such collective
values are rarely considered in dominant approaches to sustainable consumption; however, they
offer significant possibilities for enriching our conceptions of sustainable consumption.

There are numerous shared challenges faced by communities of both the global North and
South (128). The literature of just consumption and sustainable living draws insight from commu-
nity lived experience, and from environmental racism literature, alongside writing on degrowth,
intergenerational justice, decolonization, and feminism. These connections are promising, poten-
tially moving sustainable consumption from a technical, reformist, often deficit-driven and highly
individualized debate toward a new body of intersectionality writing about sustainability, which
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rethinks all aspects of consumption processes from production to waste (9, 102). The intersection
of just-consumption and sustainable-living literatures may also confront deep, persistent injustices
and draw attention to human rights in the context of consumption processes.

The turn in literature toward just consumption and new visions of sustainable living has the
potential to bridge the gap between incremental, rational, individualized approaches to sustain-
able consumption and more nuanced conceptions of meaningful, interconnected, peaceful ways
of living collectively. This intersection of ideas acknowledges that cultural difference matters and
that as a result there is “no one universally just and ecologically sustainable way” of fulfilling sus-
tainable consumption objectives (103). Being attentive to culturally diverse views of well living can
also help shift the discussion about sustainable consumption from a deficit focus (Why aren’t indi-
viduals happier within narrowly defined terms of development?) toward preventative actions that
sustain diverse ways of living that communities value. Eduardo Gudynas (115) advocates for the
concept of Buen Vivir, or well living within a community, where community is expanded to include
nature.His perspective challenges the idea of development as economic growth, and questions the
very foundations of modernity. As Balch (129) contends, “It helps us see the limits of current devel-
opment models and it allows us to dream of alternatives that until now have been difficult to fulfil.”

The intersection of just-consumption and sustainable-living literatures also creates space for
nuanced reflection about the ethical frameworks that are used to assess needs and entitlements.
For example, recent approaches to sustainable consumption in the global North suggest appeals
to intrinsic or self-transcendental values (e.g., concern for others, connection with nature) may be
more effective in motivating citizens of all ages to act in ways that connect social and environmen-
tal causes than appeals to individual materialistic or extrinsic values based on reward and approval
(e.g., financial incentives, social status) (130). These intersectional value debates are crucial if we
are to avoid imposing narrowly conceived or austerity-like consumption cuts on communities in
ways that override wider objectives of community solidarity and cause greater suffering, or deeper
tensions and resentments between communities.

CONCLUSION

This article has examined the literature of sustainable lifestyles and consumption in the context
of global North and South and situated this analysis within the context of accelerated and
mega transitions that are needed across all human activities to reduce the impacts of climate
change and advance sustainable development through attention to the values whereby people
relatively imagine and design their future. This approach stands in contrast to changing sustain-
able consumption through big technology transformations managed by few, which diminishes
masses into mere users of technology, or incremental planning, where citizens embedded in their
complex relationships with each other and nature are reduced to consumers making rational
choices. Global action and global cooperation to advance sustainable consumption needs to be
approached by transcending the North-South divides and through the lens of respect for diverse
values of well-being and sustainable living. This analysis of the literature also highlights the need
for nuanced understanding of intraregional issues and differences in experiences of consumption
and the imperative to enhance global cooperation to reduce resource use.

International agreements for SDGs and the Paris Climate Agreement have underscored the
importance of meeting human needs and aspirations within the limits of the planet and the atmo-
sphere. To date, there has been a paucity of research examining the diverse ways people aspire to
live well and how we might meet these international targets while recognizing how diverse values
motivate and inform our visions for action. Achieving and sustaining meaningful lives within a
limited carbon budget is a significant challenge, but recognizing that there are significantly
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different cultural values and orientations toward sustainable living beyond individualized con-
ceptions of a good life is an important first step in supporting human and nonhuman flourishing
within the limits of a finite planet.

SUMMARY POINTS

1. Sustainable consumption research has been dominated by both a focus on individual
aspirations of the good life, a rational incremental approach to policy reform, and/or by
focusing on technological solutions driven that have failed to revisit existing values of
well living that can help inform and sustain efforts to reduce overall consumption levels.

2. Fairer redistribution of access to and ownership of resources is needed in resource
consumption, and far-reaching changes to enable community ownership of resources
are needed across all human activities. When these far-reaching reductions and re-
distributions of resource use are informed by values of reciprocity, just consumption
and interconnections informed by aspirations for peaceful living, community solidarity,
generosity, and harmony with nature, it is more likely that low consumption policies
will advance sustainable development in ways that leave no one behind.

3. Individuals must act consciously to advance sustainability, but nuanced visions of sus-
tainable living informed by local values, sensitive to long-term, collective meaning mak-
ing, also support sustainable development and offer powerful visions to inspire social
change.

FUTURE ISSUES

1. More research is needed to understand the way culturally nuanced approaches to critical
thinking and education for sustainable living can inform community aspirations and le-
gitimate policy processes aimed at reducing carbon emissions and advancing sustainable
development.

2. Research gaps also exist with respect to assessments of the macroeconomic effects of
large-scale switches to more sufficient lifestyles, adoption of alternative visions of well-
being, and sustainable living indices over various times and at various scales.What would
it take to achieve significant reduction in demand for, e.g., significant declines in con-
spicuous consumption of industrially produced food or high fashion, and concern for
the conditions of workers in the textile industry? What does healthy living mean for the
pharmaceutical industry of today?

3. More research is also needed to understand how alternative values might inform a re-
distribution of wealth due to shifting preference structures across a range of sectoral
activities.

4. How we can break away from political binaries to inform collective action toward com-
mon goals of reduced resource consumption and shift existing power structures to ad-
dress climate change and advance sustainable development?

5. We do not know if or how large reductions in consumption could be embedded in ev-
eryday life from an ethical perspective. For example, how can we reduce everyday energy
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consumption while ameliorating the burdens on communities who already bear the im-
pact of historical or ongoing oppressions, religious persecution, racism, or colonization?

6. More research is needed that assesses the benefits of preventive actions, e.g., investment
in community health care, prevention of pollution of any kind, and spending on com-
munal well living, rather than a narrowly framed deficit focus on actions to enhance
individual well-being.

7. Finally, future research could examine intersectional or common cause approaches to
sustainable consumption and collective efforts to reduce environmental degradation and
advance diverse, locally meaningful experiences of well living.
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