


CHAPTER Two

A NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTii
Amatai Etzioni

The idea that achieving ever-higher levels of consumption of products and
services is a vacuous goal has been with us from the onset of industrialization.
These ideas often have taken the form of comparing the attractive life of the
much poorer, preindustrial artisan to that of the more endowed industrial
assembly-line worker. Many alternative approaches to life within a capital
ist system have been proposed since the advent of capitalism, some more
successful than others. One such approach, referred to by its adherents as
voluntary simplicity, has been steadily gaining in popularity. This chapter
examines this living strategy with regard to its sociological significance as a
possible counterbalance to mainstream capitalist society.

Since the 1960s, criticism of consumerism has been common among
the followers of counterculture movements, voiced largely in reaction to
the postwar boom in consumer spending. These counterculture adherents
sought a lifestyle that consumed and produced little, at least in terms of
marketable objects, and sought to derive satisfaction, meaning, and a sense
of purpose from contemplation, communion with nature, bonding, mood
-altering substances, sex, and inexpensive products.! Over the years, many
members of Western societies embraced an attenuated version of the values

and mores of the counterculture. 1n fact, one survey suggests that North
American attitudes to materialism are changing. For example, '83 percent of
those surveyed believe that the United States consumes too much, and 88
percent believe that protecting the environment will require major changes
in the way we live:2

Some scholars postulate that a shift in values in relation to the material
aspects of life emerges as societies move from a modem to a postmodern
era. Under this paradigm:

[m]odernized nations become postmodern as diminishing returns from eco

nomic growth, bureaucratization, and state intervention and unprecedented

levels of affluence and welfare state security give rise to new constellations

of values: postmaterialist emphases on the quality of life, self-expression,

participation, and continued declines in traditional social norms.3
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This change is effected through 'intergenerational value replacement' in
which individuals born into the high levels of material security of developed
democratic capitalism emphasize (nonmaterial) subjective well-being: so
cialization during formative years produces deeply ingrained postmaterialist
value orientations.4

ln a survey conducted by researchers Ronald lnglehart and Paul Abram
son, the percentage ofrespondents with clear postmaterialist values doubled
from 9 percent in 1972 to 18 percent in 1991, while those with clear mate
rialist values dropped by more than half, from 35 percent to 16 percent. (Those
with mixed commitments moved more slowly, from 55 percent to 65 percent.)5
Trends were similar for most Western European countries.6

Personal consumption, however, continued to grow, most dramatically dur
ing the 1980s. Consumer debt rose from approximately $350 billion in 1980 to
$1,231 trillion in 1997,7 and personal consumption expenditures jumped from
$3,009.7 to $4,471.1 trillion (real dollars) between 1980 and 1994.8 Meanwhile,
the personal savings rate of Americans fell from 7.9 percent in 1980 to 4.2 per
cent in 1990 and has remained near this level ever since.9 As one commentator

notes, during the 19805:

Laissez-faire economic policies and newly internationalized stock and

bond markets created an easy-money euphoria among the well to do,

which translated into a 'get it whife you can' binge in the middle echelons

of the consumer society .... not since the Roaring Twenties had conspicu

ous consumption been so lauded. Over the decade, personal debt matched

national debt in soaring to new heights, as consumers filled their houses

and garages with third cars, motor boats, home entertainment centers, and

whirlpool baths. 10

Still, the search for alternatives to a consumerist-oriented lifestyle
has survived such periods of intensive conspicuous consumption and
continues to attract people, such as those involved in the voluntary
simplicity approach. Voluntary simplicity refers to the decision to limit
expenditures on consumer goods and services and to cultivate nonma
terialistic sources of satisfaction and meaning, out of free will rather
than out of coercion by poverty, government austerity programs, or im
prisonment. It has been described by one of its main proponents, author
Duane Elgin, as 'a manner of living that is outwardly more simple and
inwardly more rich .... a deliberate choice to live with less in the belief
that more of life will be returned to us in the process.'ll

As 1 already have suggested, criticism of consumerism and the quest for
alternatives is as old as capitalism itself. However, the issue is increasingly rel
evant to our lives. The collapse of non-capitalist economic systems has led
many to assume that capitalism is the superior system and therefore to refrain

•



critically examining its goals, even though capitalism does harbor serious
s. Recent developments in fonner communist countries as they grapple

:hthe free market raise numerous concerns. Many in the East and West find
capitalism does not address spiritual concerns - the quest for transcenden

connections and meanings - they believe are important to all.12Furthennore,
'many societies with rapidly rising populations now seek affluence as their

'al)' domestic goal, they face environmental, psychological, and other issues
by consumerism on a scale not previously considered. For instance, the

,irable side effects of intensive consumerism that used to be of concern

'flyto highly industrialized societies now are faced by hundreds of millions
people in Asian countries and in other places where rapid economic devel-

f;JplT1enthas occurred recently. Finally, the transition from consumption based
. the satisfaction of perceived basic needs (secure shelter, food, clothing) to
~t.Onsumerism(the preoccupation with gaining ever higher levels of consumption,

~lK:Iudinga considerable measure of conspicuous consumption of status goods)
lseems to be more pronounced as societies become wealthier. Hence, a reex

(lmination of this aspect of mature capitalism is particularly timely. lndeed, the
;c:flUlWltenvironment of increasing and expansive affluence might be particularly
[bospitable to moderate fonns of voluntal)' simplicity.
,i This examination proceeds first by providing a description of voluntaty
v simplicity, exploring its different manifestations and its relationship to com
r petitiveness as the need and urge to gain higher levels of income is curbed. It

then considers whether higher income, and the greater consumption it enables,
produces higher contentment. This is a crucial issue because it makes a world
of difference to the sustain ability of voluntaty simplicity if it is perceived as
generating deprivations and hence requires strong motivational forces in order
to spread and persevere, or if consumerism is found to be an obsessive and pos
SIblyaddictive habit, in which case voluntaty simplicity would be liberating and
much more self-propelling and sustaining. An application of eminent psycholo
gist Abraham Maslow's theoty of human needs is particularly relevant here in
answering the question and in detennining the future of voluntaty simplicity
as a major cultural factor. This theoty is further reinforced by examining the
~consumption' of a subcategoty of goods whose supply and demand are not
govemed by the condition of scarcity in the postrnodern era. The chapter closes
with a discussion of the societal consequences of voluntaty simplicity.

One rather moderate fonn of voluntaty simplicity is practiced by economi
callywell-off people who voluntarily give up some consumer goods they could
readily afford but basically maintain their consumption-oriented lifestyle. For
example, they 'dress down' in one way or another, or drive old cars.

These trends are reflected in the stylistic return during the 1990s to classic,
'simple' design and natural looks, which, while they may appear simpler, often
arejust as costly, as Pilar Viladas writes: 'ln architecture and design today, less is
more again. Houses, rooms and furnishings are less ornate, less complicated and
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not just legal and political equality, focusing on equality at the basic, creature
comfort level rather than comprehensive overall equality. (The debate about
whether or not holistic equality is virtuous, and if it entails undercutting both
liberty and the level of economic performance on which the provision of creature
comforts depends, is an important subject. However, it need not be addressed
until basic sodoeconomic equality is achieved, and so far this has proven to be
an elusive goaL)

If one seeks to advance basic sodoeconomic equality, one must identifY
sources that will propel the desired change. Sodal sdence findings and recent
historical experience leave little doubt that ideological arguments (such as point
ing to the injustices of inequalities, fanning guilt, introdudng various other
liberal and sodalist arguments that favor greater economic equality), organizing
labor unions and left-leaning political parties, and introdudng various items
of legislation (such as estate taxes and progressive income tax) have thus far
not effected the desired result namely, significant wealth redistribution - in
democratic sodeties. The most that can said for them is that they helped pre
vent inequality from growing bigger.52 Additionally, in recent years, many of the
measures, arguments, and organizations that championed these limited, rather
ineffectual efforts to advance equality could not be sustained, or were success
ful only after they had been greatly scaled back.53 Moreover, for these and other
reasons that need not be explored here, economic inequalities seem to have
increased in many parts of the world. The former communist countries, includ
ing the Soviet Union, where once a sacrifice of liberties was assodated with a
minimal but usually reliable provision of subsistence needs, have moved to a
sodoeconomic system that tolerates, indeed is built on, a much higher level of
inequality, one in which millions have no reliable source of creature comforts.
Numerous other countries that had measures of soda list polides, from India to
Mexico, have been moving in the same direction. And in many Western coun
tries sodal safety nets are under attack, being shredded in some countries and
merely lowered in others. When all is said and done, it seems clear that if basic
sodoeconomic equality is to be significantly advanced, it will need some new
or additional force.

Voluntary simplidty, if more widely embraced, might well be the best new
way to foster the sodetal conditions under which the limited reallocation of

wealth needed to ensure the basic needs of all could become politically possible.
The reason is as basic and simple as it is essential: To the extent that the privi
leged (those whose basic creature comforts are well sated and who are engaging
in conspicuous consumption) will find value, meaning, and satisfaction in other
pursuits, ones that are not labor or capital intensive, they can be expected to be
more willing to give up some consumer goods and some income. These 'freed'
resources, in turn, can be shifted to those whose basic needs have not been

sated, without undue political resistance or backlash.
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Enhancing basic equality in a society in which voluntal)' simplicity is
ding is rather different from doing so in a society in which the same cause

d by coercive measures. First, the economically privileged are often those
are in power, who command political skills, or who can afford to buy sup-

IfIrt. Hence, to force them to yield significant parts of their wealth often has
. :nimpractical, whether it isjust or theoretically correct or not. Second, even

privileged can somehow be made to yield a significant part of their wealth,
f.such forced concessions leave in their wake strong feelings of resentment that

~eftenhave led the wealthy to nullify or circumvent programs such as progressive
U'k:ome taxes and inheritance taxes, or to support political parties or regimes
that oppose wealth reallocation.

,,*~Fina1ly, the record shows that when people are strongly and positively mo
ftiwted by nonconsumerist values and sources of satisfaction, they are less in
dlned to exceed their basic consumption needs and more willing to share their

':~ss' resources. Voluntal)' simplicity provides a culturally fashioned expression
::for such inclinations and helps enforce them, and it provides a socially approved
·Ind supported lifestyle that is both psychologically sustainable and compatible
,Withbasic socioeconomic equality .
. ;. Avariety of public policies, especially in Holland but also in France and Ger
~ny, seek to transfer some wealth and income from the privileged to those who
do not have the resources needed to meet their basic needs has been introduced

, ~tly. A major categol)' of such policies are those that concern the distribu
tion oflabor, especially in countries in which unemployment is high, by curbing
overtime, shortening the work week, and allowing more part-time work.

Another batch of policies seeks to ensure that all members of society will

~ sufficient income to satisfy at least some of their basic needs, approaching
the matter from the income rather than the work side. These include increases

in the minimum wage, the introduction of the earned income tax credit, at
tempts at establishing universal health insurance, and housing allowances for
the deserving poor.

1n short, ifvoluntal)' simplicity is more and more extensively embraced as a
combined result of changes in culture and public policies by those whose basic
creature comforts have been sated, it might provide the foundations for a soci
ety that accommodates basic socioeconomic equality much more readily than
societies in which conspicuous consumption is rampant.

n





IIE.IIIlll •••IIII."

:han Freedman, Happy People: What Happiness Is, Who Has It, and Why (New York:
Brace Jovanovich, 1978).

id G. Myers and Ed Diener, 'Who Is Happy?' Psychological Science 6 (1995), p13.

Diener and R. J. Larsen, 'The Experience of Emotional Well-Being; in M. Lewis and J.

land, eds., Handbook of Emotions (New York: Guilford Press, 1993): 404-415. Cited in
and Diener, 'Who Is Happy?'

and Diener, 'Who Is Happy?; p13.

ta culled by Myers and Diener, ibid., from various sources.

gus Campbell, The Sense of Well-Being in America: Recent Patterns and Trends (New
McGraw-Hill, 1981), pp. 56-57.

:)bid.

Durning, How Much Is Enough?, p23.
Myersand Diener, 'Who Is Happy?; pp.12- 13; see also Ed Diener, E. Sandvik, L. Sedulity, and

"Diener, 'The Relationship Between Income and Subjective Well-Being: Relative or Absolute?'
ial Indicators Research 28 (1993), p208.

Tim Kasser and Richard M. Ryan, 'A Dark Side of the American Dream: Correlates of Financial

5S as a Central Life Aspiration; Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 65 (1993),
20.

'43 Robert E. Lane, 'Does Money Buy Happiness?' Public Interest (Fall 1993), p58.

44 Ibid., 56-65.
45 Robert Bellah, The Broken Covenant: American Civil Religion in Time of Trial (New York

Seabury Press, 1975), 134.
46 Abraham H. Maslow, Toward A Psychology of Being (Princeton: Von Nostrand, 1968),

pIn.
47 Ibid., p25.
48 Ibid., 26-27.
49 Vance Packard, The Status Seekers: An Exploration of Class Behavior in America and the

Hidden Barriers That Affect You, Your Community, Your Future (New York: D. McKay Co.,

1959).
50 David Brooks, 'The Liberal Gentry; The Weekly Standard, December 30, 1996, January 6,

1997, p25.
51 AMn Toftler, Future Shock (New York: Random House, 1970). Daniel Bell, The Coming of

Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting (New York: Basic Books, 1973).

52 Joseph A. Pechman, Federal Tax Policy (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1987),

p6.
53 For instance, note the changes in the Labour Party in the United Kingdom and the Demo-

cratic Party in United States in the mid-1990s.


