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Tristram Stuart is a freegan. He makes a habit of stealing from supermarket and restaurant wheelie bins and living on the perfectly good food that is thrown into them each night. Though, as he points out, rescuing meals from wheelie bins is not proper stealing: the real theft here is the one committed by those who waste food and in doing so steal it from the world’s common resources. To bolster his intellectual case he quotes John Locke. “If the fruits rotted or the venison putrefied, before he could spend it, he offended against the common law of nature . . . and robbed others,” as the 17th-century philosopher’s Second Treatise of Government puts it. 

The radical history of consumption in the 17th and 18th centuries is home territory for Stuart: his first book, The Bloodless Revolution, on radical vegetarians and the discovery of India, was much lauded for its quirky brilliance. Waste, his latest work, is a passionate diatribe against the profligacy that supermarkets and other corporate interests have built into today’s western food system. Its central thesis is a vitally important one: he argues persuasively that if affluent nations stopped throwing away so much food, pressure on ecosystems and climate could be relieved and food poverty and hunger elsewhere in the world could be avoided. To prove it, Stuart crunches World Food Programme numbers and Waste and Resources Action Programme data, together with statistics arduously extracted from supermarkets and manufacturers on what they, and we, throw away.For example, there’s our wasteful all-year-round supply of fresh tomatoes. “The energy that goes into growing the 61,300 tonnes of perfectly good tomatoes that people in the UK throw into their rubbish bins is equal to the amount it takes to grow enough wheat to relieve the hunger of 105m people.” 

The raw material is necessarily chewy stuff. There are flashes of the engaging brilliance of The Bloodless Revolution - I particularly enjoyed Stuart’s Orwellian late-night bin-raiding encounters with down and outs, his descriptions of his teenage swill-collecting days, and his travels among the Uighurs of western China, where wasting even one grain of rice is taboo - but Waste is at times a dense read. Some of the views have already gained currency thanks to work by others: creating surplus grain to feed to animals so we can all eat unhealthy amounts of meat is an unsustainable use of land; we are so destructive and wasteful of the world fish stocks they are close to collapse; supermarket cosmetic standards and just-in-time ordering systems lead to obscene levels of waste. But Stuart’s achievement is to have written a synthesis that gives irresistible force to the argument that we can’t go on producing food in so profligate a way. 

If you want to understand how this extraordinary cultural shift from sufficiency to routine excess consumption took place, you can do no better than turn to Neal Lawson’s All Consuming. Lawson is a former adviser to the UK prime minister Gordon Brown and chair of Compass, the group dedicated to renewal of the progressive left. All Consuming is his very readable account of how late-20th-century Britain was turned into a turbo-consumer society in which we have almost doubled our consumption in the last 10 years. We have all become stuck on a treadmill: “the insatiable pursuit of more”, Edmund Burke called it in 1757, and it has made us miserable. 

Our identities are no longer defined by what we do, but by what we buy. In fact what we do now is shop, for holidays, for meals, for cars, for fashions, for status, for belonging, for us and for our children. This consumer monoculture has driven out alternative ways for society to organise itself and profoundly undermined democracy, but that is no accident, for turbo-consumption has political roots.Lawson zips through the historical context, tracing our descent from plain consumers into decadent turbo-consumer society back to the work of Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich Hayek in the 1930s. Their argument, in an era of Nazism and communism, that social spending as opposed to private consumption was the road to serfdom and tyranny sowed the seeds of the low-tax, small-state, free-market agendas of Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. Through the 1980s and 90s taxes were lowered so that people could spend, former municipal houses were sold and industries privatised so that we could all buy and sell shares. The Big Bang and deregulation in the City of London financial industry opened up easy credit and globalised capital. We were no longer producers, but consumers, and producer interests, in the shape of unions and institutions that mediated between the individual and the vagaries of the market, were squashed. The problem of “the law of marginal utility” - if the second treat never tastes as good as the first one, how do you get people to keep buying? - was solved by the marketing and advertising industries working out how to sell consumption as meeting our deep-seated emotional needs. Once they had cracked that, there would be no limit to the amount we could shop for, even if half of it went to waste. 

The system has crashed because global resources are running out, or were never there at all. For the rest of the world to consume as we do would take at least three planets. The easy credit turned out to be a giant pyramid-selling scam. All-consuming societies turn out to be more unequal and less happy. 

Politicians want us to push the rewind button and play the same all-consuming script again, but Lawson doesn’t think we should buy it, so he gives us a prescription for an alternative in which we recreate the public realm. What form does it take? A 10-point political shopping list, of course.—Dawn/Guardian News Service 

