To what extent can consumption be ethical?
Modern day society functions through a constant generation of goods and resources which, due to globalisation, can be distributed all around the world. Inevitably, this has resulted in a massive disconnection between consumer and producer whereby it is almost impossible to truly abide by ethical consumption when there is a clear lack of knowledge as to the processes of which went in to making the product. You want, you buy; in primitive societies, consumption was in the form of exchange with the sole motive to distribute the resources acquired to the group, and use up the resources before needing to engage in further exchanges. On the other hand, in modern society it is hard to ethically consume because we have moved away from times where the fundamental reason to consume is to ‘redistribute finished goods through the community’ (Sahlins, 1974). Consumption was based on a reciprocation of goods or a pooling strategy where products were shared amongst the collective rather than a focus on utilitarian achievement. Consumption in these times were of a survival necessity rather than an acquisition of commodity items which is prevalent in today’s society. 
 A high proportion of purchases derive from an underlying motive where consumers buy into products for a sense of privilege that comes by obtaining that item. In this way, it is almost impossible to have an objectively ethical way of consuming as there has been a massive shift in what is recognised as an ethical purchase because we no longer collectively gather/exchange items of which are essential for survival, most people today consume huge numbers of items which are ‘secondary’ to our basic needs of living. These secondary items are luxuries which we have socially constructed into a means of reflecting one’s wealth, whereby we can distinguish social hierarchies by means of goods, because certain products can only be afforded by the ‘elitist’ class, thus reflecting a sense of hierarchy over the working class who may not be able to afford such items. (Veblen, 1994).
 Consequently, ethical consumption is limited. Even in just buying the day to day essentials, consumption in an ethical sense is clouded where it seems that either buying Fairtrade or organic products makes it ethical. This is not enough of a justification for ethically consuming because this is not enough of a direct engagement with ethics, it becomes more about ‘feeling good’ about one’s self. However, that doesn’t entail a need to completely lose a sense of morality when consuming because as I will unfold in this piece of work, there are certain ways in which some people can consume products which are debated to be ‘better’ ways of consuming. With a focus on the ethics of food consumption, aspects of ‘alternative’ ways of consumption can have positive moral outcomes on the consumers, but these are limited by underlying motives and a type of gratification which is not entirely ethical.
The most notorious organisation that focuses on ethically sound choices of food consumption is ‘Fairtrade’; establishing themselves in 1992 as a movement which aims to ‘ to deliver greater impact for producers, and engage even more of the UK public in shopping and campaigning for a better deal for farmers and workers in developing countries.’ (Fairtade.org.uk, 2017). In many ways, Fairtrade has done a lot of good for a lot of people since the organisation has been founded. They have done extremely well in terms of bringing together communities by helping to fund producers of food in more sustainable ways, as to improve working and in turn living conditions of farmers and workers in poorer countries where most of the goods originate from. In terms of low-income countries, the Fairtrade organisation has developed ways to incorporate 21 of the 34 lowest income countries, such as Tanzania, Ethiopia, etc. (Fairtrade.net, page 41, 2017). Consuming Fairtrade products have allowed the organisation to invest more and more into these countries. In this way, it can be argued that this type of consumption is ethical because despite a slight price increase on Fairtrade products, consumers who buy these products can be seen as putting their own (financial) needs second- instead of buying in a cost-beneficial way, those who buy Fairtrade products pay more money for a product which at most supermarkets is also sold at a cheaper price, but isn’t ‘ethically’ manufactured, like Fairtrade claim their products are. 
Buying Fairtrade in this sense is an ethically sound move. However, the extent to which the act can be truly, and categorically ethical, it is important to look into the motives of why people buy these products. Unfortunately, spending just a few extra pennies on Fairtrade items is not enough of an argument to justify how it was an ethical purchase. This is because in many cases, it is argued that in fact, consuming like this gives these shoppers a sense of moral superiority over others. The fact that there is a premium placed on these products further highlights how Fairtrade items can be bought with the intention of alleviating a sense of middle class guilt. When coming across ‘Fairtrade’, albeit browsing the pages on their website, or just merely stumbling across their products in a café or supermarket, one is exposed to an array of propaganda which focuses on how ‘Fairtrade’ products are a ‘better’, alternative choice of product to buy into. Goodman et al, 2011 explore some of these marketing strategies and classify them into 5 modes of techniques used by Fairtrade to target the moral compass of consumers. They describe Fairtrade as having a ‘visual’ economy where these five concepts are embedded by western imposition and are used as marketing tools to create a niche market. Rather than actually providing better circumstances for the producers. However, Fairtrade has been seen as ‘greenwashing’, where they are instead deceiving people into thinking that they are environmentally ethical, when in fact, there is a lot more at play. One of the marketing tools used by Fairtrade is a focus on the ‘narrative’ of the farmer. The organisation frequently display the journey of the producer. In an attempt to try and connect the consumer with the producer, the organisation frequently displays the ‘journey of the producer’; a marketing tool which emphasises greenwashing (Goodman et al, 2011). This strategy does much to create an illusion of parity within the consumers where they feel a sense of connectedness with the farmer who makes Fairtrade products and thus acquire a sense of morality due to this pseudo ‘connection’ with the producer.
However, what this actually does is allow consumers to feel ‘good’ about themselves because they can have an insight into the production of items that they bought; in a way making the consumer feel that they are more involved in the journey than they actually are. This can allow people to have a false sense of satisfaction from buying these products, when in fact, there is a side to the production which is not made clear to the consumers- that is the idea that Fairtrade has perhaps negatively imposed ‘standards’ onto the producers which are not displayed as willingly among the information provided by Fairtrade as other information is. For example, the expansion of Fairtrade over the years has had some severe impacts on producers. the growing need to ‘efficiently’ distribute so many products globally has resulted in a ‘shift to quality’, where our perceptions of good ‘taste’ resulted in the need for farmers to alter their lines of production to become more commercialised and manufacture their products at a quicker rate, but higher in ‘quality’ also. This shift of quality has seen premium prices placed on items and this can be argued to convey how Fairtrade is focused more around the economics and the consumers than the producers. a higher price on their items, coupled with the constant reminders of all the ‘good’ Fairtrade is doing for farmers in forms of marketing propaganda, shows that actually this could be evidence that Fairtrade concentrates towards the ‘good’ that they deliver to the working people, in a way to deviate from the fact that actually the main objective is economic success. Buying Fairtrade products is better than buying products which have no motive to benefit the producers in any way. However, to put a degree of ethicality on the purchase, one must look at who and by how much does each component in the purchase benefit. The consumer, and the organisation itself have the most to benefit from by purchasing Fairtrade products. Financially, the organisation comes off the best. In terms of morality, the consumer benefits hugely as outlined above by a ‘fulfilment of pleasure’ from buying Fairtrade products. This isn’t to say that there is no ethical good being done to the farmers, but If the consumer and manufacturer are better off than the producers, then I find it hard to label the purchase as truly ethical because the incentives behind the consumer and manufacturer are much more fulfilling than those of the farmers and growers, highlighting an inequality between the growers and the consumers, thus emphasising social hierarchies in society due to the clear distribution of gratification gained from the purchase.
Taking things away from mainstream food consumption, this next section, where I will be using the controversial topic of hunting, will encompass how measuring the extent of ethical consumption relies heavily on the notion of cultural relativism- ‘the theory that beliefs, customs, and morality exist in relation to the particular culture from which they originate and are not absolute.’ (Anon, 2017). When speaking of hunting in terms of ethical consumption, there are two things to keep in mind- the animals and the environment. As stated in the beginning of this work, we have evolved from a time where resources are being used up for basic survival needs. These needs have mostly been met, so in this way, hunting can be viewed as ethically wrong, especially trophy hunting where the hunt is purely for human recreation, where the animal is usually displayed in a ‘trophy room’. To many people, trophy hunting is absurd and ethically wrong. However, if we apply cultural relativism, we can begin to see how perhaps trophy hunting is in ways ethically justifiable.
Take for example, South Africa. There is a limited amount of opportunities in terms of job prospects, but there are Great Plains in abundance. Before trophy hunting became popular, most of these Plains were unregulated and used mainly for traditional farming (primarily cattle). When the demand for trophy hunting became apparent, these landscapes were transformed into gaming sites. Lots of these sites are privately owned and looked after by locals, who seized the opportunity to not only earn a living, but also to turn their environment into so much more than it was. If we look at things in respect to the culture, for the South African’s, hunting has been a part of their whole life with many being experienced hunters from a young age, which in turn can make them animal experts, especially when you consider that these people not only hunted for fun, but have been involved with the wildlife throughout their existence with Great Plains on the footsteps of many people’s front door in South Africa. To utilize the niche in the market for their own financial gain in this respect could be viewed as ethical because looking at things just from the perspective of the South Africans, it is a matter of financial ‘security’ in a land where there is huge economic struggle. By turning these wastelands into gaming sites, there have been huge environmental benefits as well as financial to the locals. Water holes have been funded, better up keep of the general vegetation is also possible because gaming has brought a huge prospect of revenue for the country, especially from the US. The money generated by gaming has for the most part been pumped back into the community where the environment has been able to flourish because there is a good flow of money which in turn allows the landscapes to be maintained properly and sufficiently. With a culturally relativism focus still on the South Africans, they have been able to experience as endangered species have been brought back into healthy numbers because the funding from trophy hunting has been distributed in an ethical way, like money being put into breeding animals to ensure that there is a healthy circulation of wildlife in the environment.
As a South African who has grown up around hunting and animals in general, trophy hunting can be viewed as an ethical way of consuming because they are able to regulate the animals and in most cases the animals here have been raised by the owners in a well-structured way, for example they are fed and looked after, so many animals are able to avoid fighting and killing each other. Only by looking at things in respect to its culture can ethics of consumption be measured. Game keepers can earn up to thousands of US Dollars per lion that is trophy hunted. 60% of lions that are trophy hunted are shipped to the US (Flocken, 2017). In respect to the South Africans the consumption of the animals is ethically justified, but upon switching to understand the consumer’s drastic cultural change, that culture now being the US, one can start to question the ethics behind hunting. For American people who trophy hunt in South Africa, it is a different story. Despite the money that is generated by the Americans, this doesn’t make it ethically justifiable on their part. The act of hunting for them is purely for sport, there is little care for the animals and there is more of an adrenaline-seeking motive behind hunting rather than any good ethical reasoning. Does this therefore make this consumption unethical? As I have made clear, there is no objectively ethical way of consuming, and so it becomes more of a way of measuring how much ethical good is in the act, versus the unethicality of it. By looking at things in a culturally relative way, the pros and cons of hunting can be determined in a much more suitable way. It can therefore be deduced that ethical consumption as a general concept is massively limited, but by breaking it down into a culturally relative perspective, consumption in this way (hunting) has aspects of being ethically justified as well as hugely unethical but it is only by analysing the motives behind the consumption that some answers can be found.
By using the example of hunting, I displayed that for the locals, whose passion for their land is a positive incentive behind their consumption here can be ethical, but for the American’s, it is an unethical way of consuming as there is little reason to consume like this other than for the enjoyment of killing animals. What may be a display of ethical consumption for some people, doesn’t make it conclusively ethical to everyone who partakes. In this way, there is no objective way of ethically consuming but to find just how ethical one’s consumption is, it lies within the motives to consume in the way that one does. Based on these motives, we can then determine the ethicality of consumption. 
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