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1. Introduction

The adoption of Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
in 2015 represents an important step taken by humanity towards conceptualizing
the vision of future development. Agenda 2030 is the most recent global attempt
to flesh out a normative concept of ‘sustainability’ (Jacob 1994; Griessler and
Littig 2005; Amsler 2009) that outlines the different dimensions and priorities of
global development. At the heart of Agenda 2030, as well as Agenda 21 before
it, are normative aspirational ideas that reflect how we as humans want to see
our world evolve in the future. A result of political negotiations, consultations
with civil society and other stakeholders, and relying on decades of preceding
legal frameworks, this vision essentially builds on assumptions that are deeply
intertwined with our morality and values, our understandings of what is good and
bad, right and wrong. Agenda 2030 and the SDGs propose nothing less than a
pathway to transform the world, and it is critical to have these documents examined,
questioned, and challenged, if needed, from an ethical perspective. To date, however,
ethical examinations of Agenda 2030 are limited in number and scope (Vasconcellos
Oliveira 2018; Klimková 2017).

SDG 12 draws attention to consumption and production patterns as one of
the priority areas in sustainable development. Globally, material consumption
increased from 27 billion tonnes in 1970, to 87 billion tons in 2015 (the year Agenda
2030 was adopted) and further to 92.1 billion tonnes only two years later, in 2017
(United Nation 2019). The global consumption of natural resources more than tripled
over the course of forty-five years, during which the world population only about
doubled, from 3.7 billion people in 1970 to 7.3 billion people in 2015 (World Bank
2020). The material footprint per capita continues to grow, from 7.3 tonnes of natural
resources ‘to satisfy a person’s need’ in 1970, to 8.1 tonnes in 1990 and to 12 tonnes in
2015 (United Nation 2019, p. 18).

These numbers also mask vast inequalities. While, on average, citizens of
developed countries consume 16 tonnes of key resources per capita (ranging
up to 40 tonnes in some countries), a person in India consumes on average
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only 4 tonnes of the same resources (UNEP 2011). The rate of extraction has
accelerated since 2000 and it is projected that, by 2060, global resource extraction
could reach 190 billion tonnes if, according to the UN, “no urgent and concerted
political action is taken” (United Nation 2019, p.18).

SDG 12 represents an important goal for systemic change to align consumption
and production patterns with a normative vision for a sustainable future.
A shift towards more sustainable consumption and production patterns has the
transformative power to “decouple economic growth from resource use and
environmental degradation through improved resource efficiency, while improving
people’s well-being” (United Nations Statistics Division 2018; UNEP 2011). However,
the academic literature suggests that mere resource efficiency improvements are not
enough and that the profound large-scale transformation that is required should go
beyond the narrowly construed pathway of decoupling (e.g., Alexander et al. 2017;
Fletcher and Rammelt 2017).

Questions of allocation—who should be entitled to consume what, how, and,
most importantly, how much—are all essentially questions of fair distribution.
The reconfiguration of consumption and production patterns is bound to exacerbate
existing matters of inequality and wealth distribution and to create new trade-offs and
moral dilemmas. To navigate these complex issues, we need to have guidance from
our moral theories, among others. Moral philosophers could contribute to the work
on changing consumption and production patterns by engaging more actively into
discussing matters of (re)distribution associated with this transformation. This position
piece suggests several avenues to explore through further ethical inquiries.

2. Consumption and Morality

For centuries, morality played an important role in shaping how and what
we consume. According to Trentmann’s (2016) seminal work on the history of
consumption, at different times morality, embedded in ideology and religion,
determined what societies considered frugal or conspicuous, sufficient or excessive,
acceptable or unacceptable. Moreover, as one ideological or religious paradigm
succeeds the other throughout history, views of how and what we consume may
change significantly.

For example, bans on luxury display in the form of dress, carriages or lavish
feasts existed in Italy throughout most of the Middle Ages. The Church prescribed
that the rich were to look and act modestly in public so as not to ignite envy and
cause civil unrest. The morality of the Renaissance era in Italy, however, started to
accept and encourage large scale consumption by the rich—with public good as its
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final goal. Acts of ‘good consumption’ at that time were understood as those that
transcended the lifetime of the consumer (owner), resulting in the construction of
palaces and public infrastructures, such as fountains and squares and the production
of exquisite artwork that people still enjoy today (Trentmann 2016, p. 32).

Morality continues to shape our consumption patterns. Initially, the growth of
consumer society was defined by considerations of restoring economic systems after
a devastating world war. Maintaining peace, while improving the lives of people
affected by global humanitarian and economic crises, was the key development
priority. After half a century, however, priorities have changed. We are on the
cusp of a paradigm shift, as has happened in the past. Today, what defines
consumption and lifestyles as ‘conspicuous’, ‘excessive’, or ‘unsustainable’ are
no longer only religious, ideological, or economic dogmas but planetary boundaries
(Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2011), principles of sustainability and embedded
social justice (UN Agenda 21, Agenda 2030).

Decisions on how to transform the world to align development paths with
a vision of a sustainable future require tough re-examination of our values and
understandings of what is good and bad, right and wrong in the context of the global
environmental crisis. Morality and ethics, therefore, are critical to sustainability
transformations in different areas, including consumption patterns.

To inform academic and public debates and action aimed to transform
consumption and production patterns from a moral perspective, it appears logical to
seek guidance in the relevant literature on the ethics of consumption and perspectives
on its moral dimensions. Surprisingly, though, consumption ethics never emerged as
a field of applied ethics, as with bioethics or business ethics. There are some studies
that look at ‘consumption ethics’ as a counterpart to business ethics from marketing
and business administration standpoints (Belk et al. 2005; Brinkmann and Peattle 2008;
Eckhardt et al. 2010). Another thread of research explores ‘ethical consumption’ as a
recent phenomenon from the points of view of sociology, anthropology, and political
science (e.g., Shaw and Newholm 2002; Barnett et al. 2005; Hall 2011). Neither research
strand engages normative evaluations or critiques of consumption, but rather studies
existing patterns as given.

Fragmented ethical perspectives on consumption can be traced in seminal works
by Veblen [1899] (1925), Baudrillard [1998] (1970), Bourdieu (1984), and, more recently,
Schor (1991, 1999) and De Graaf et al. (2002, 2014). In the past decade, scholars
working on degrowth further criticized overconsumption as part of the dominant
growth paradigm (e.g., Kallis 2011, 2019). While timely and powerful, these examples
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of the social and economic critique of consumption are distinct from the normative
critiques that draw upon moral and ethical theories.

For decades, the Anglo-Saxon philosophical tradition avoided engaging directly
with the topic of consumption. This reluctance may be attributed to the dominance
of a neoliberal growth paradigm, which considers increasing consumption as an
essential driver of prosperity and wellbeing. Moral dimensions of overconsumption
by more affluent groups of people remained on the periphery of broader international
distributive justice theories. With growing global interconnectedness, normative
theories emerged to address how to share resources among countries in a fair manner
(e.g., Singer 1972, 2011; Rawls 1999; Pogge 2002). With the rise of the climate change
problem, research in climate ethics further developed perspectives on the sharing
of limited resources (greenhouse gas emission reduction burdens) among countries
(e.g., Shue 1993; Jamieson 1992; Caney 2005; Gardiner et al. 2010).

While these foundational ethical perspectives did not directly aim to reconfigure
unsustainable consumption patterns, they proposed different principles and theories
regarding the fair distribution of global resources. This body of literature, which mostly
supports a sufficientarian perspective, i.e., that everyone should have resources
and wellbeing above a certain threshold) could provide useful insights to inform
reconfiguration of consumption patterns and flows among countries.

As the statistical data presented in the introduction clearly demonstrates,
the main driving force behind unsustainable consumption patterns is
overconsumption by the more affluent countries and groups of people who consume
not only more than others but also more than they need and more than the planet
can sustain. To date, there are very few ethical perspectives that explore the moral
dimensions of excessive consumption by the rich, including moral permissibility of
consuming above certain thresholds.

One account of justice that could inform further ethical inquiries regarding
transforming unsustainable consumption patterns is a recent attempt to question
moral permissibility of excessive wealth accumulation, a limitarian approach to
upper levels of wealth distribution proposed by Robeyns (2017). Limitarianism,
a non-ideal partial account of justice, states that being rich above a certain threshold is
morally unacceptable. Robeyns argues that excessive accumulation of wealth by the
rich undermines the value of democracy and prevents meeting the urgent needs of
more vulnerable and poor populations by re-directing valuable resources (Robeyns
2017, p. 4). Extending limitarian logic to consumption, further research could justify
why consumption above certain levels (by individuals or groups of people) is not
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morally acceptable and support further debates on how to overcome the ‘wicked’
problem of excessive consumption.

To conclude this section, ethical perspectives on consumption that build on
existing moral theories are limited—especially moral examinations of the upper
tail of consumption distribution. Ethics is lagging behind the global political
processes described in the following section, which places transforming unsustainable
consumption and production patterns among the top development priorities.

3. Consumption and Sustainable Development Politics

Three decades ago, the Brundtland Report (1987) and Agenda 21 (1992)
acknowledged unsustainable lifestyles and overconsumption by more affluent
countries as one of the key drivers increasing pressure on global natural resources.
Under the lead of the United Nations Environment Program, which facilitated
the so-called Marrakesh process, at the Rio+20 conference in 2012, countries
adopted a 10 Year Framework of Programs (10YFP) on sustainable consumption and
production. The goal of 10YFP is to “develop, replicate and scale up sustainable
consumption and production policies and initiatives at all levels” (United Nations
Environment Program 2012).

The framework includes six program areas that focus on sustainable public
procurement, consumer information, sustainable tourism, sustainable lifestyles and
education, sustainable buildings and construction, and sustainable food systems
(United Nations Environment Program 2012). 10YFP is the first political attempt of
this scale to disentangle various strands and dimensions of consumption patterns.
It sets priorities for political action, although its implementation at a national level is
admittedly limited in some countries (Hobson 2013).

The inclusion of consumption and production patterns into the list of SGDs in
2015 signaled a positive dynamic and acknowledgement of the problem. However,
looking closer at SDG 12, its scope and reach leave much to be desired. The goal has
11 targets and 13 indicators that include actions by governments (public procurement),
companies (voluntary disclosure of sustainability information), and individuals
(access to information about sustainable lifestyles). The goal also covers thematic areas
of waste management, management of chemicals, fossil fuel subsidies, and tourism.

Despite addressing a seemingly wide range of activities, SDG 12 is vague or
silent on a number of issues critical to transforming consumption patterns. In the
most comprehensive critical account of SDG 12 to date, Bengtsson et al. (2018) argue
that, overall, the goal tends to adopt a perspective that favors ‘efficiency’ rather than
‘systemic’ change: targets under SDG 12 serve to improve existing processes and
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deliver technological fixes without addressing the root cause of the problem, which is
overconsumption by more affluent countries and groups of people. Part of this bias
is visible in the disproportionate emphasis on waste management. Three out of
eleven targets focus on what is downstream of the economy and require no broad
changes in production or consumption processes. Importantly, SDG 12 also contains
no new political commitments in terms of consumption and upstream resource use
or distribution (Bengtsson et al. 2018).

Other (limited) critiques of SDG 12 address the inadequacy of reporting
mechanisms intended by the goal. Legal scholars argue that these mechanisms do not
account for transboundary impacts of consumption in developed countries in the form
of environmental harm in producing countries (Amos and Lydgate 2019). Moreover,
civil society organizations criticized the goal for failing to acknowledge corporate
dominance and capture that subverts meaningful transformation of consumption
and production patterns (Ling 2016).

The most critical gap in SDG 12, however, is the lack of indication of upper
limits to consumption, which the following section explores in more detail.

4. The Challenge of Setting Upper Consumption Limits

4.1. Different Interpretations of Limits and Wellbeing

Before moving on to discuss upper consumption limits, it is important to
acknowledge that limits to consumption may be understood and interpreted
differently. Spengler (2016) distinguishes between two types of sufficiency (or limits),
delineating debates from practical environmental science on maxima consumption
levels that are framed in terms of biophysical limits of the planet and discussions
in abstract justice theory on minima standards of consumption that are required
for a life of dignity. Spengler argues that for decades, these debates developed
without interacting with each other—although they both address limits required
by sustainability.

As Section 2 shows, existing ethical and normative perspectives on global
resource distribution adopt exactly this minima-centered sufficentarian approach and
do not engage actively with the maxima-related debates. Sustainable consumption
levels, therefore, can be defined based on present perspectives as a range that would
ensure that the poorest at least reach the minimum level of wellbeing according
to agreed principles of justice, while the richest do not overconsume above the
maximum levels determined by planetary boundaries.

Recently, several attempts have been made to bring together the upper and lower
limits of resource consumption. Among them is the concept of ‘doughnut economics’,
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which combines planetary boundaries with minimal standards outlining a safe and
fair space for humanity to operate (Raworth 2017). Research demonstrates that no
country today can be placed within the ‘doughnut’: countries with good social systems
have bypassed environmental thresholds and countries with the least environmental
impact score low on their social threshold indicators (O’Neill et al. 2018). Moreover,
none of the four world largest economies (EU, USA, China, and India) operate within
the planetary boundaries (Lucas et al. 2020).

Another recent attempt to reconcile minima and maxima consumption limits
is the concept of ‘consumption corridors’ ((Di Giulio and Defila 2019; Defila and
Di Giulio 2020; Fuchs 2020). The aim of consumption corridors is to reconfigure
consumption within established minima and maxima in a way that would give
individuals opportunities to live a ‘good life’. This reconfiguration is complicated by
the existing power dynamics and institutional bias towards growth (Di Giulio and
Fuchs 2014) and the notion of individual freedom of choice and associated negative
perceptions of upper limits (Fuchs 2020, p. 299).

Redefining wellbeing and the idea of ‘good life’ are central to reconfiguring
consumption patterns within existing biophysical or socially constructed limits.
Various research strands explore possible ways for this re-definition (Gough 2017;
Kjell 2011; Hämäläinen 2014; Princen 2003, 2005; Steinberger and Timmons
Roberts 2010; Schäpke and Rauschmayer 2014; Bottery 2012; Bocken and Short 2016;
Vita et al. 2019; and Sahakian et al. 2019). Moreover, a growing body of degrowth
literature criticizes growth as the ultimate indicator of prosperity and suggests ways
to improve wellbeing (and limit overconsumption) by introducing basic income,
environmental and consumption taxes, capping working hours, and exercising
control over advertising (Kallis 2011; Kallis et al. 2014; Martínez-Alier et al. 2010).

In the presence of the rich literature that recognizes the need to formulate
consumption limits and reconfigure consumption patterns by redefining what
wellbeing means, it is surprising that Agenda 2030, the world’s vision of a sustainable
future, avoids any meaningful discussion of upper limits and makes no mention
of consumption limits in SDG 12. The following sections explore why this may be
the case.

4.2. From Planetary Boundaries to Upper Consumption Limits

Agenda 2030, in its Preamble, states that parties “are determined to protect the
planet from degradation, including through sustainable consumption and production,
sustainably managing its natural resources and taking urgent action on climate change,
so that it can support the needs of the present and future generations” (United Nation
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2015; Agenda 2030 Preamble, p. 5). Further, the document states that parties “envisage
a world in which every country enjoys sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic
growth and decent work for all . . . [a] world in which consumption and production
patterns and use of all natural resources—from air to land, from rivers, lakes and
aquifers to oceans and seas—are sustainable” (United Nation 2015, p. 7).

While on the surface, Agenda 2030 incorporates intra- and intergenerational
justice concerns and demonstrates transformative ambition, the impact of these
statements becomes questionable without defining what ‘sustainable’ levels of
consumption, production, natural resource use, or growth are. ‘Sustainable’ implies
upper limits; and yet, neither Agenda 2030 nor SDG 12 discuss restrictions to
consumption or growth, not to mention much needed reductions in material
overconsumption in affluent countries. Rather, it appears the narrative aims to
reconfigure consumption under the umbrella of ‘inclusive growth’, which implies
that there is still ecological capacity for increase (Bengtsson et al. 2018).

Scientific evidence clearly signals that ecological capacity for increase does not
exist. Since at least the 1970s it has become evident that growth contingent on the
extraction of natural resources has limits (Meadows et al. 1972). Yet, forty years later,
the UNEP flagship report on decoupling states that one of the major challenges to the
decoupling strategy is “to convince policymakers (and the public) . . . of the reality
of physical limits to the quantity of natural resources available for human use and
[limits to] the negative environmental impacts of economic activities” (UNEP 2011,
p. xcv).

Over the past ten years, the concept of planetary boundaries has emerged
and gained prominence in scientific and policy-making circles. The framework
developed by an interdisciplinary group of Earth scientists in Stockholm presents
indicators of biophysical limits of Earth in a number of critical areas, including climate
change, biosphere integrity, land-system change, freshwater use, phosphorus and
nitrogen cycles, ocean acidification, atmospheric aerosol loading, ozone depletion,
and emission of novel entities (Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2011). Planetary
boundaries on biosphere integrity in terms of genetic diversity, biochemical flows
in terms of disruption in nitrogen and phosphorus cycles have already been
breached ‘beyond [the] zone of uncertainty’ posing high risk of systemic disruptions.
Climate change and land-system change boundaries are ‘in [the] zone of uncertainty’
posing ‘increasing risk’ (Steffen et al. 2015). It is important to stress that planetary
boundaries are breached as a result of anthropogenic activity, especially industrial
and agricultural processes.
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Defining sustainable levels of consumption is a complex undertaking which
requires rigorous accounting (Wackernagel et al. 2017; Clift et al. 2017). However,
research on planetary boundaries in the past few years has substantially advanced
our understanding of how to translate the biophysical limits of the planet into more
actionable targets and guidance that can be used by governments. Häyhä et al. (2016)
propose a three-step framework that includes (1) formulating planetary boundaries as
indicators to measure biophysical dimensions (in the form of environmental data and
models); (2) translating biophysical limits into indicators to measure socio-economic
dimensions (in the form of footprints); and (3) translating socio-economic limits into
limits per country according to agreed-upon principles of distributive justice.

According to Häyhä et al. (2016), socio-economic dynamics are nothing but
consumption and production patterns—the anthropogenic activities that drive
overuse of resources, emissions of GHG, and generation of waste in different forms.
These processes are subordinate to the global biophysical limits: if we want to
have a livable planet in a Holocene-like state that can support flourishing human
and non-human life, we need to limit our socio-economic activity accordingly by
transforming unsustainable consumption and production patterns. Biophysical limits
indicate how much we can consume (develop, grow), while principles of equity
allocate how we should share available safe operating space.

Lucas et al. (2020) build on the framework of Häyhä et al. (2016) and calculate
shares of global safe operating space for the four largest global economies (EU, USA,
China, and India) based on different principles of distributive justice: grandfathering
(current shares of environmental pressure), equal per capita shares, and ability to pay.
The study scales down global limits for selected planetary boundaries to national
resource budgets and demonstrates that future budgets vary significantly according
to selected allocation principles. Allocation of future resource use budgets based on
the grandfathering approach yields the most favorable outcomes for the European
Union and the United States as it accommodates their existing high material footprint
and unsustainable lifestyles as part of the current share of environmental pressure.
For China and India, ‘equal per capita’ and ‘ability to pay’ approaches resulted in
the highest future budgets. The study further suggests that global reduction efforts
to stay within the safe operating space imply reductions of CO2 emissions by 77%
compared to the global ecological footprint of 2010 (a 77–101% decrease for the EU
and a 77–120% decrease for the US).

The scale of reductions echoes the findings from another cornerstone study
that translated the global temperature stabilization goal at 1.5 degrees Celsius
from the Paris Agreement into consumption reduction targets for some countries
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(Akenji et al. 2019). The 1.5 Degree Lifestyles Report focused on lifestyle footprints
and household consumption and excluded government consumption and capital
formation, such as infrastructure. The findings indicate that changes in lifestyles
(household consumption) are critical to achieving climate goals and that lifestyle
footprints in developed countries need to be reduced 80–93% by 2050 (Akenji et al.
2019). Both Lucas et al. (2020) and Akenji et al. (2019) demonstrate that it is possible
to translate global biophysical limits into indicators that formulate upper limits to
consumption in terms of socio-economic activities.

While both studies rely heavily on existing climate change literature, including
modeling pathways towards emission reductions, planetary boundaries research
demonstrates that there are more Earth system processes than climate change that
can lead to global environmental degradation. And we need to take all of them into
account—especially boundaries that have already been surpassed—when calculating
global development budgets within a safe global operating space.

4.3. The Challenge of Moral Corruption

If the goal of Agenda 2030 is, as stated, to protect our planet from degradation,
then international sustainable development agreements should integrate scientific
findings that indicate the biophysical limits of our planet and translate these upper
limits into operational indicators that measure socio-economic activity in relation to
environmental impacts. This section provides an ethical perspective on why this has
not been done so far.

Since the Kyoto Protocol (1995), biophysical limits in terms of temperature
increase and the magnitude of emission reductions have been apparent. Despite
the clear biophysical limits imposed by climate change, there has been a continuous
increase and acceleration of the industrial and agricultural activities, including
resource extraction, that directly feed global GHG levels. It is evident that translating
biophysical limits into limits to consumption as socio-economic activity is possible
(Akenji et al. 2019; Lucas et al. 2020). The methodologies are admittedly complex
and accounting is further complicated by fragmented availability of data for some
control variables in scientific models; but, there is clearly a scientific possibility to
calculate these upper limits.

Limits to consumption in the form of indicators capping socio-economic
activity are absent from Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals.
Why, despite the strong connection between climate change, sustainable development,
and consumption, have international political processes for thirty years evaded
meaningful action to address overconsumption and transform unsustainable
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consumption and production patterns? There is a problem of inaction, translation,
and framing, which may be explained by what Gardiner (2004, 2011) calls
‘moral corruption’.

Influenced by stagnating climate politics of the early 2000s, including the US
decision not to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, Gardiner developed a comprehensive ethical
framework to understand what obstructs action on climate change. He explained
the ethical tragedy of climate change as a combination of three moral ‘storms’.
A global storm involves ethical issues linked to existing systemic global inequalities
and institutional failure. An intergenerational storm concerns our treatment of
future generations, including remote future generations in the context of the global
crisis, with long-term consequences for humanity. A theoretical storm highlights
the inadequacy of our existing moral and political theories to provide guidance on
a problem of such temporal and spatial scales, and with such urgency as climate
change. Gardiner argues that the three storms collide in a ‘perfect moral storm’ for
humanity, which leads to moral corruption.

Unlike the more habitual use of the term ‘corruption’, moral corruption refers to
the more subtle ways in which we think and speak about a problem that obscure
the moral implications of our actions. According to Gardiner’s interpretation,
moral corruption is a way to avoid engaging with a morally difficult challenge via the
following mechanisms: distraction, complacency, selective attention, unreasonable
doubt, delusion, pandering, and hypocrisy. In climate change politics, examples of
moral corruption can be seen in how some political actors emphasize considerations
that make inaction excusable or even desirable, such as uncertainty or simplistic
economic calculations with high discount rates at the expense of those considerations
that impose an immediate and clear need for action, such as scientific consensus
(Gardiner 2011, p. 45).

Gardiner’s account of moral corruption may be useful in explaining the failure to
translate biophysical limits of our planet into upper consumption limits. For decades,
growth that relies on increasing consumption has been the beacon of development.
Scientific consensus on the effects of climate change and on the necessary levels of
GHG reduction has called for substantial and urgent changes to the unsustainable
patterns of socio-economic activity: changes in how and how much we consume and
produce. Policymakers were faced with a difficult challenge: temperature stabilization
goals essentially implied not only slowing down but curtailing development and
growth. Instead of translating biophysical limits into specific limits to socio-economic
activity and addressing the problem of overconsumption, international negotiations
continued to proceed, leaving references to biophysical limits (such as temperature
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stabilization goals and GHG emission reduction) conveniently abstract and complex
enough to translate into activities relevant to people’s daily lives.

Framing of the problem and the solutions is of critical importance. Consider
two scenarios in which governments inform their citizens about a global problem
that requires urgent and concerted action by all stakeholders (the global climate
crisis). In one, the government communicates that, to address the crisis, the global
temperature increase may not bypass 1.5 degrees Celsius. To achieve this, developed
countries should limit or reduce their emissions of GHGs. This framing uses abstract
scientific data and biophysical indicators to communicate the problem and the
solution but does not translate them into limits to the individual and collective
socio-economic activity. This approach distracts attention from meaningful action
and veils the urgency and profoundness of the required changes. For the daily lives
of most people, temperature stabilization goals from the Paris Agreement are of no
more relevance than information about the time it takes to get from Mars to Venus or
the exact number of pi.

Imagine another scenario in which biophysical boundaries are clearly translated
into consumption limits by country (provided stakeholders agree on the allocation
principles among countries). In this scenario, every government can present their
citizens with a national ‘consumption’ quota (as opposed to a ‘GHG mission reduction’
quota)—how much of the global resources the country and its citizens can consume
per year, for example. Citizens would also know their individual ‘consumption
budgets’ (agreed based on the principles of distributive justice to account for different
kinds of inequalities), with clear information on the environmental and social impacts
of different socio-economic activities.

Such framing clarifies possible ways forward, making obscure temperature
stabilization goals or limits to reactive nitrogen emissions more relevant to peoples’
daily lives. When limits to socio-economic activity are formulated, growth as a
pathway for development becomes inadequate, obsolete and, perhaps, even morally
unacceptable. This simplistic scenario comparison does not account for power
dynamics, systemic inequalities, and the challenge of entitlement re-distribution,
but it gives an idea of how different framings hinder or clarify action that, indeed,
should be collective and urgent.

A double track of climate change politics and sustainable development politics
over the course of the 1990s and 2000s indicates, in a way, separating discussions of
biophysical limits (translated in climate politics as far as GHG emission reduction by
country) from conversations on how to reframe practices that enable and encourage
economic growth in a more ‘sustainable’ way. When the two tracks finally merged
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in 2015 in the SDGs, the real, biophysical limits got lost behind the notion of
‘inclusive’ or ‘green’ growth that envisages both reductions in global emissions and
continuous growth of the global economy. The idea of decoupling growth from the
use of resources creates an illusion that there is a way to resolve the problem of
overconsumption without limiting it.

It is precisely this illusion, the evasiveness, vagueness of language and definitions,
that calls out moral corruption in Agenda 2030 and the SDGs. Leaving the term
‘sustainable’ conveniently undefined or putting the weight of transformation on
decoupling strategies without acknowledging physical limits to resources—in
Gardiner’s terms, the parties to Agenda 2030 are ‘passing the buck’ of filling the
blanks and dealing with the difficult moral choices onto future generations.

The harsh reality is that we need to drastically reduce consumption in more
affluent countries and do so with upper limits but also lower limits of social standards
in mind. The room for reconfiguring consumption and lifestyles is very limited.
Reconfiguration is bound to cause major socio-economic transformation in developed
countries. This is not desirable for the present generation and especially not for those
who lead carbon-intensive lifestyles. Framing solutions to the global environmental
crisis in terms of abstract biophysical limits confuses and deters action that would
inevitably disrupt the existing socio-economic status quo. Failure to formulate
consumption limits, therefore, is an ethical failure of our generation and its leaders
that is caused by moral corruption.

5. Conclusions and Future Research

Moral corruption is only one of many ethical challenges associated with
consumption, and moral and political philosophers could provide valuable
contributions to the debate. Among the more obvious avenues for ethical inquiry,
there is a need to develop allocation frameworks for safe operating space among
and within countries. Such frameworks could build on climate ethics literature but
design more appropriate allocation principles for different planetary boundaries
(Lucas et al. 2020).

Ethicists could also contribute by further considering different agents of
justice—not only states but corporations, groups of people, and individuals—to move
the inquiry from the domain of international justice to the sphere of global justice.
Distributive justice concerns emerge at every step of the way towards reconfiguring
consumption: from decisions on how to divide the global resource ‘pie’ into country
shares to allocating consumption budgets within states and among generations.
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More broadly, we are lacking an ethical framework tailored to guide the
transformation of consumption and production patterns towards sustainability.
Such a framework would extend beyond allocation approaches and principles of
distribution to provide a comprehensive justice account of consumption. As a starting
point, such an account could question the moral permissibility of overconsumption.
Failure to establish, clearly and unequivocally, that overconsumption is morally
wrong fuels moral corruption and defers much needed action.
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