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Economic Justice.

Human civilization has evolved through phases of survival, stability, and
abundance. In earlier times, economic activities were guided by needs
— individuals earned, consumed, and saved based on essential
requirements. Indian society, rooted in the ideals of simplicity and
balance, followed a culture of moderation, recycling, and ethical living.
However, the contemporary age has witnessed a radical shift from need-
based living to luxury-driven consumerism, where the pursuit of comfort

and status dominates ethical and social values.

This paper explores the socio-legal dimensions of this transformation. It
examines how consumerism, fueled by digital marketing, social media,
and material aspiration, has reshaped economic behavior, undermined
moral consciousness, and created deep social inequality. It also
analyzes the constitutional and legal framework addressing ethical
economy, sustainable consumption, and protection against exploitative
consumer practices. The study argues that unchecked consumerism not
only endangers individual morality but also threatens environmental
sustainability and social justice. It calls for a legal-ethical framework

promoting moderation, financial discipline, and sustainable living.

Introduction

In the past, Indian society was guided by the principle of “simple living and high thinking.” The family

structure was self-reliant, needs were limited, and consumption was proportionate to income. Resources

— whether clothing, food, or household items — were reused, recycled, or shared among family members
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and neighbors. Financial discipline and social responsibility ensured both personal contentment and

collective stability.

Today, however, the story has changed dramatically. The modern individual lives in a luxury-oriented,
consumption-driven world, where success is measured by possessions rather than principles. Social media
and global advertising have turned desires into necessities. The philosophy of “enough” has been replaced
by “more.” Every section of society — from the working class to the elite — aspires for material

expansion, often beyond ethical or economic capacity.

This unrestrained consumerism has not only weakened family bonds and social trust but also generated
stress, indebtedness, and corruption. To sustain luxury, many individuals resort to unethical means —
bribery, manipulation, tax evasion, and exploitation. The consequence is a moral crisis where economic

growth is accompanied by spiritual and ethical bankruptcy.

The problem, therefore, is not merely economic; it is legal and ethical. Law, as a reflection of social
morality, must evolve mechanisms to restrain excess, promote sustainability, and restore balance between

needs and desires.
Historical Evolution: From Simplicity to Consumerism

1. Traditional Indian Economic Philosophy

Ancient Indian thought viewed wealth (Artha) as one of the four Purusharthas (goals of life) — along with
Dharma (righteousness), Kama (desire), and Moksha (liberation). However, Artha was never considered

independent of Dharma.

Texts such as the Arthashastra, Manusmriti, and Bhagavad Gita emphasized economic activity guided by

ethics, moderation, and social duty.

Wealth was to be earned through just means (Naitik Arjan) and spent wisely for family, society, and
charity. Hoarding, extravagance, and greed were condemned. The guiding principle was:

Contentment is the highest happiness.

Society thus followed a need-based economic system, where resources circulated within moral and

ecological limits.
2. Colonial Impact and Industrialization

British colonial rule disrupted India’s self-sufficient village economy and replaced it with an industrial

and consumer-oriented structure. The introduction of imported goods, advertisements, and market
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dependency encouraged imitation of Western lifestyles. Traditional values of restraint and sustainability

were replaced by consumer appeal and status display.
3. Post-Independence Economic Expansion

After independence, India adopted planned industrialization to eradicate poverty and improve living
standards. However, economic liberalization in 1991 marked a decisive shift toward market-driven
growth.

Liberalization, privatization, and globalization increased purchasing power but also unleashed
consumerism, credit dependence, and material excess. With corporate advertising and digital media,

consumption became an identity marker rather than a necessity.
Consumerism: Nature and Psychological Impact

Consumerism refers to the ideology that promotes the acquisition of goods and services in ever-increasing
amounts. In contemporary society, it has evolved beyond economic activity into a way of life — where

consumption signifies success, happiness, and social relevance.
1. Psychological Manipulation

Modern advertising creates artificial desires. Through persuasive media campaigns, individuals are led to
believe that happiness, attractiveness, or social status depend on material possessions.
Social media further amplifies this through the “comparison culture” — people measure self-worth by

likes, followers, and luxury displays. The result is a perpetual cycle of dissatisfaction and aspiration.
2. The Debt Trap

Easy credit and consumer loans have made luxury accessible to the middle class, but at the cost of long-
term financial instability. The culture of “buy now, pay later” discourages savings and promotes economic
recklessness.

According to the RBI Household Survey (2023), the average household savings rate in India has dropped

significantly compared to the pre-liberalization period.
3. Decline in Ethical and Social Values

When material success becomes the measure of worth, honesty, compassion, and simplicity lose value.
Many individuals resort to unethical practices — from cheating in business to corruption in public service

— to maintain a luxurious lifestyle. This moral compromise corrodes the ethical foundation of society.
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4. Environmental and Resource Implications

Consumerism directly contributes to environmental degradation. Overproduction and overconsumption
lead to waste generation, pollution, and depletion of natural resources. The fashion, electronics, and

automobile industries are among the biggest contributors to carbon emissions and landfill waste.

Thus, consumerism is not only an ethical issue but also an ecological and intergenerational justice issue.
Constitutional and Legal Dimensions

India’s legal and constitutional framework reflects the moral obligation to ensure equality, sustainability,

and moderation in economic life.
1. Directive Principles of State Policy

« Article 38: Directs the State to promote the welfare of the people and reduce inequalities in income
and wealth.

« Article 39(b) and (c): Emphasize equitable distribution of resources and prevention of wealth

concentration.
e Article 48A: Calls for environmental protection and sustainable development.

Consumerism, by increasing inequality and environmental degradation, violates these constitutional

objectives.
2. Fundamental Duties
« Article 51A(g): Obligates every citizen to protect the environment.

« Article 51A(j): Encourages citizens to strive for excellence in all spheres while maintaining

harmony between material and moral progress.
3. Consumer Protection Laws

While consumerism is often discussed in economic terms, the Consumer Protection Act, 2019 indirectly
addresses the ethical side by prohibiting misleading advertisements, unfair trade practices, and
exploitation.

However, the Act focuses on consumer rights, not consumer responsibilities. A legal void remains in

addressing overconsumption and moral misuse of economic liberty.
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4. Environmental and Sustainability Laws

Acts like the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, Waste Management Rules (2016), and Plastic Waste
Regulation Rules (2021) provide mechanisms to control excessive waste and unsustainable production.
Still, consumer demand continues to drive unsustainable manufacturing — highlighting the need for laws

that influence consumption behavior, not just production practices.
Judicial Reflections on Economic Ethics

The judiciary has occasionally emphasized ethical economics and responsible consumption through its
judgments.

1. M.C. Mehta v. Union of India (1986, 1998)

The Supreme Court linked economic activity to environmental responsibility. It recognized that industrial

and consumer practices must align with the principles of sustainability and public welfare.
2. Centre for Public Interest Litigation v. Union of India (2012)

In the 2G spectrum case, the Court condemned economic corruption and unethical profiteering,

reinforcing that economic liberty cannot be divorced from moral responsibility.
3. Subramanian Swamy v. Union of India (2016)

The Court observed that economic rights are subordinate to public morality and ethical governance.

Development must be consistent with human values and social justice.

These decisions underline that ethical economics — balancing freedom with responsibility — is implicit

in India’s constitutional ethos.
Socio-Economic Consequences of Luxury-Driven Life
1. Decline in Savings and Financial Stability

In traditional Indian households, savings were a moral habit, ensuring security for emergencies and future
generations. Today, excessive spending on luxury items has reversed this pattern. The savings rate has
fallen from 23% (in early 2000s) to around 18% (2023), leading to dependency and debt.

2. Rising Mental Stress

Luxury-driven lifestyles have created competition, envy, and dissatisfaction. People feel compelled to

match others” standards of consumption, leading to anxiety, frustration, and burnout.
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The National Mental Health Survey (2022) reveals that financial stress linked to overconsumption is one

of the major causes of depression among middle-income groups.
3. Corruption and Unethical Earning

When lifestyle expectations exceed legitimate income, individuals resort to unethical or illegal methods
to sustain status — bribery, tax evasion, hoarding, and fraud. Consumerism thus indirectly fuels corruption

and moral decline.
4. Breakdown of Social and Family Values

Traditional systems of sharing, reuse, and moderation have been replaced by individualism and instant
gratification. The social virtues of empathy, patience, and self-restraint have diminished, weakening

community solidarity.
Global Perspectives: Lessons from Ethical and Sustainable Economies

Consumerism is not unique to India — it is a global challenge accompanying modernization and
capitalism. However, several countries have developed effective ethical and legal mechanisms to balance

prosperity with moderation, offering valuable insights for India.
1. Japan: The Ethic of Minimalism and Social Discipline

Japanese culture is founded on the principle of “Ma” (balance and space) — emphasizing simplicity,
harmony, and responsibility. The government promotes modest consumption through recycling laws, high

taxation on luxury goods, and community education.

The Basic Act on Establishing a Sound Material-Cycle Society (2000) promotes reduced consumption
and resource reuse. Japanese citizens take pride in repairing, reusing, and recycling rather than constant
purchasing. This cultural-legal balance prevents economic waste and sustains environmental and moral
health.

2. Germany: Sustainable Consumption through Legal Design

Germany enforces strict consumer responsibility through laws such as the Circular Economy Act (2012)
and Sustainable Development Strategy (2016). Citizens are legally obligated to separate waste, minimize

energy use, and purchase eco-friendly products.

The government integrates sustainability into taxation and education policies. German schools teach
“Ethics of Economy,” connecting morality with production and consumption. This legal-ethical model

aligns consumption with conscience.
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3. Bhutan: Gross National Happiness (GNH) Model

Bhutan’s Constitution legally embeds happiness, simplicity, and sustainability as guiding principles of
governance. The Gross National Happiness Index measures success not by GDP but by psychological
well-being, community vitality, and ecological balance. Material wealth without ethical and emotional
health is viewed as incomplete development. This philosophy could profoundly inspire Indian policy

reform.
4. Sweden: Legal Framework for Responsible Consumption

Sweden’s Consumer Agency Act (2018) and Sustainable Consumption Strategy emphasize minimal waste
and product longevity. The government offers tax reductions for repair services and imposes high taxes
on luxury items to discourage excessive consumption. Public campaigns such as “Lagom” (meaning “just

the right amount™) encourage citizens to live within moral and ecological limits.
5. United States and United Kingdom

While both nations are consumer-driven, growing awareness of overconsumption has led to reforms such
as the U.S. Consumer Education Act and the U.K.’s Sustainable Consumption Plan (2021). Educational
institutions now integrate courses on ethical economics and mindful consumption to reshape societal

attitudes.
Legal and Policy Responses in India

India has begun acknowledging the need for sustainable consumption and ethical economic behavior,

though the measures remain fragmented and under-enforced.
1. National Environment Policy (2006)

This policy explicitly identifies unsustainable consumption as a major cause of ecological imbalance. It
encourages life-cycle-based approaches to production and consumption, promoting minimal waste and

environmental responsibility. However, it lacks statutory enforcement.
2. National Consumer Policy Framework (2012)

This framework recognizes the dual role of consumers — as rights-holders and as moral agents. It
recommends awareness programs for “responsible consumption,” though the focus remains largely

advisory rather than mandatory.
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3. Sustainable Development Goals (SDG-12)
India has committed to the UN’s Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production. The NITI Aayog’s

India SDG Index monitors progress, but consumerist trends — particularly in urban India — still show a

widening gap between policy aspiration and ground reality.
4. Taxation and Fiscal Measures

High taxes on luxury cars, liquor, and jewelry aim to discourage extravagance. Yet, easy credit, celebrity
marketing, and online consumerism undermine such measures. Fiscal tools need alignment with

behavioral regulation.
5. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

The Companies Act, 2013 (Section 135) mandates CSR expenditure. However, most companies focus on
philanthropic projects rather than promoting ethical consumption or sustainable production practices

within their industries.
6. National Education Policy (NEP 2020)

NEP 2020 envisions an education system rooted in ethics, critical thinking, and sustainable lifestyles. It
proposes integrating environmental awareness, value education, and vocational skills — laying the moral
foundation for future generations. However, it must be reinforced through clear legal mandates and

curriculum enforcement.
Ethical Analysis: From Material Desire to Moral Discipline

1. The Philosophy of Need and Desire

Indian thought traditionally distinguished between need (Aavashyakta) and greed (Lobh). Needs sustain
life; greed destroys balance. When human desire becomes limitless, it enslaves both the body and the
mind.

Consumerism thrives on this psychological trap — converting desires into necessities. Ethical economics

thus demands restraint (Sayyam) and contentment (Santosh) as moral virtues.
2. Economic Morality and Social Justice

Economic morality implies earning and spending in accordance with ethical norms. Gandhi envisioned

Sarvodaya — upliftment of all through self-restraint and non-exploitative consumption. He wrote,
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“Earth provides enough for everyone’s need but not for everyone’s greed.” In the absence of moral
economics, society witnesses injustice — a few consume extravagantly while many struggle for survival.

Law must therefore balance consumption rights with distributive justice.
3. Digital Consumerism and Mental Slavery

The rise of e-commerce and social media marketing has intensified consumer addiction. Algorithms track
human desires and manipulate behavior through targeted advertisements. The consumer is no longer a
rational chooser but a psychological captive. Legal frameworks must address algorithmic manipulation as

a form of digital exploitation — protecting citizens’ autonomy from commercial coercion.
4. Psychological Well-being and Minimalism

Empirical studies confirm that materialism correlates negatively with happiness. Minimalist lifestyles —
focusing on experiences, relationships, and learning — enhance mental well-being. Sustainable living,

therefore, is not deprivation but liberation from excess.
Legal Reforms and Policy Recommendations

To control luxury-driven consumerism and promote sustainable ethics, India needs a comprehensive

socio-legal strategy grounded in constitutional morality.
1. Enact a “Responsible Consumption and Economic Ethics Act”
A new legislation should:

e Define “ethical consumption” and prohibit misleading advertisements encouraging wasteful

luxury.
« Mandate corporate responsibility in ensuring product sustainability and post-use recycling.
« Encourage public campaigns promoting contentment and savings culture.
« Introduce incentives for eco-friendly and minimalist lifestyles.
2. Integrate Ethical and Financial Education

e Introduce compulsory subjects in schools and colleges on Economic Morality, Financial Planning,

and Ethics of Consumption.

e Collaborate with the Reserve Bank of India and SEBI for awareness programs on financial

discipline and savings.
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3. Reform Advertising Laws

o Strengthen the Consumer Protection Act (2019) to penalize manipulative and psychologically

exploitative advertisements.
e Regulate digital influencers and celebrity endorsements that glamorize luxury consumption.
o Establish a Digital Advertising Ethics Board to review online marketing practices.
4. Promote Fiscal and Behavioral Nudges

« Provide tax rebates for individuals adopting sustainable living practices (solar use, waste recycling,

minimal resource consumption).
o Penalize excessive consumption of luxury goods through progressive taxation.
« Encourage behavioral “nudges” — subtle legal incentives promoting thrift and simplicity.
5. Strengthen Savings and Financial Security Frameworks
« Revive public campaigns like Small Savings Schemes with attractive returns.

e Create “National Savings Literacy Missions” to reintroduce the culture of saving and deferred

gratification.
« Offer incentives for long-term investment rather than short-term luxury spending.
6. Judicial Role and Ethical Interpretation

Courts should interpret constitutional values of dignity (Article 21) and equality (Article 14) in the context
of economic ethics — reinforcing that luxury-driven inequality undermines the welfare state.

Judicial activism can compel governments to adopt policies ensuring moral and sustainable consumption.
7. Role of Civil Society and Media

Civil society organizations must counter the narrative of glamourized luxury. Media, instead of celebrating
extravagance, should promote stories of ethical entrepreneurship, simplicity, and sustainable innovation.

A National Council for Ethical Consumption can coordinate between government, media, and academia.
Socio-Legal Benefits of Restoring Need-Based Living

Reinstating a culture of moderation and ethical consumption will produce profound benefits:

1. Social Harmony

By reducing economic disparity and envy, ethical consumption fosters cooperation, empathy, and respect

for all forms of work and livelihood.
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2. Economic Stability

When individuals save responsibly and spend wisely, the economy gains long-term stability. Financial

crises, household debt, and unethical earning practices decline.
3. Environmental Sustainability

Sustainable consumption directly reduces waste, pollution, and resource depletion. Ethical economy

becomes synonymous with ecological balance.
4. Mental Peace and Happiness

A need-based life promotes contentment, simplicity, and mindfulness — freeing individuals from anxiety

and material pressure.
5. Ethical Governance

When citizens adopt honesty and restraint, corruption, bribery, and black money diminish. A morally

aware citizenry strengthens the rule of law.
Moral Philosophy and Constitutional Reflection

The Indian Constitution embodies the spirit of balance — between liberty and restraint, wealth and
welfare, rights and duties. Consumerism, when unchecked, disturbs this constitutional harmony. The
Preamble speaks of “Justice — social, economic, and political.” True justice cannot prevail in a society

where some squander resources in luxury while others struggle for survival.

Acrticle 38 envisions a social order founded on equality and moral welfare. Thus, reducing excessive
consumption is not merely a moral choice — it is a constitutional obligation to promote equitable and

sustainable living.
Conclusion

The transition from need-based living to luxury-driven consumerism marks a moral turning point in
human civilization. India, once a cradle of moderation and simplicity, now faces an ethical crisis fueled
by consumerism, digital manipulation, and status obsession. The ancient wisdom of contentment has been
replaced by the modern cult of comparison.Law and morality must together restore the balance. Legal
systems should not only protect consumers but also guide them — through incentives, education, and
ethical frameworks — toward responsible behavior. Economic ethics must become a part of constitutional

governance, not an afterthought.
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Mahatma Gandhi’s vision of “plain living and high thinking” must return as a guiding light in the age of
luxury. The prosperity of a nation lies not in the abundance of possessions but in the abundance of
principles. A just, sustainable society can emerge only when the law disciplines desire, and the conscience
limits consumption.India’s destiny, therefore, depends on rediscovering its moral economy — where

wealth serves wisdom, and luxury bows before necessity.
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