
Sustainable consumption and the ‘dialectics of progress’ 
 
Ideas of ‘progress’ and ‘prosperity’ are today so closely associated with economic 

growth, high-tech development and consumer culture, that they are defined by 

reference to it.  The extension of the market has also proved the predisposing vehicle 

of secularisation and enlightened social and sexual policies.  What counts as modern 

is progressive, and economic growth has been its condition. 

But this set of associations is now under strain, and becoming anachronistic. A 

programme for sustainable consumption should now to be seen as ‘progressive’ 

precisely in virtue of its critique of this model of prosperity.  We cannot dismiss the 

advances in democracy, social justice and sexual emancipation that have accompanied 

market society and mass production.  Nor can we deny the limitations imposed by 

pre-modern societies on individual self-realisation. But we can certainly be critical of 

the constraints that the market has now in turn placed on personal pleasure and 

fulfilment both in and out of the work place.  And against the grain of those 

denouncing green policies for taking us ‘back to the stone age’ we need to recast 

certain forms of retrospection and nostalgia as potentially avant garde.  This form 

of ‘modernisation’ would undo the link between ‘progress’ and economic 

expansion without the accompanying cultural regression and social conservatism.  

Nations that had once figured as relatively ‘backwards’ might reconstitute 

themselves in such a period of historical transition and conceptual reconstruction 

as in the vanguard by comparison with the ‘over-development’ characteristic of the 

imperial powers or metropolitan centres that had once rendered them marginal and 

pre-modern by comparison. 
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