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A Introduction
In previous sessions we have examined the macro-economics of the growth model, and
explored the critiques of it. We have gained an understanding of the principles of degrowth, and
its reasoning. We have looked at rhythms of time and work, and encountered imaginaries of the
commons and community. In this session, we’ll explore some of the ways we can encounter,
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embody and live out some of these ideas in practice, as individuals, families, communities and
collectives.

A1 At Home in the Wrong House
Quantify suffering? My guilt at least is open,
I stand convicted by all my convictions-you, too
from Hunger - for Audre Lorde
by Adrienne Rich

We are in a predicament. Embedded within a capitalist growth economy, we are aware of its
impact, negative externalities and inequalities, and we attempt to envision alternatives that will
ensure our mutual survival. At the same time, we benefit from it: almost everything we possess
is manufactured by it, our social relations are mediated through it, and the services we rely on
are contingent on it: many good things are produced by it. Extricating ourselves from this
presents a significant challenge.
Additionally, our desires, needs and impulses are vulnerable to strategies intended to influence
our behaviour and habits, entrenching our positionality as consumers and adding additional
challenges to attempts to build alternative lifeways.

A2 Evolution & Attention
Our body-minds evolved in relationship with our ecology – gathering food, avoiding predators
and threats, learning and adapting. Our brains, including the mesolimbic system responsible for
‘reward’ processing, became a finely tuned mechanism. Surviving the challenges of nature
required us to be fully-integrated with our senses. Capitalism seeks to tap into this wellbalanced system in order to turn us from creators into consumers – first with advertising and
ideology, and now also with an advanced set of techniques in order to ‘biohack’ us: to tap into
our senses, neural responses and unconscious drives in order to get us hooked and reliant on a
system of exponential growth and ever-increasing novelty. Our distraction behaviours are
degrading our mental processes in ways that are leading to more depression and anxiety – and
a loss of our sense of real connection to other people and our environment.
Some understanding of brain chemistry is necessary. This is not to reduce human
consciousness in all its complexity and mystery to just matter: rather, it’s to empower us to
understand the ways in which we are vulnerable to manipulation and exploitation.
Let’s look at a key neurostransmitter that is involved in this. Dopamine sends us a ‘reward
message’. When we do something that feels good to us, dopamine sends a signal in our brain
to keep seeking that reward, enabling the behaviour to become a habit. It’s easy to see the
important role this has played in our evolution: it helps us to make decisions necessary for our
survival, such as seeking out food, sex and social acceptance. However, the rewards
encouraged by dopamine are short-term. This can deprive the cortex – the ‘thinking brain’ – of
the ability to make good long-term decisions in line with our values, as it primes us to seek out

2

Degrowth in Scotland: Degrowing the Economy, Regrowing Our Lives; Course Handbook by Centre for Human Ecology and Enough! Scotland is
licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0

temporary rewards. This is why dopamine is known as the ‘sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll’
molecule, the power of which is very familiar to addicts.

Image credit: Rebecca Clements.
Three dopamine pathways and their related cognitive processes. Most of your dopamine is
generated deep in the midbrain, and it is released in many different areas across the brain.
These areas are largely responsible for behaviours associated with learning, habit formation,
and addiction.
Source: http://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2018/dopamine-smartphones-battle-time/
Capitalist technologists understand enough about how neurotransmitters affect us to design
persuasive technology to hijack our awareness into ‘compulsion loops’ and further the sense of
lack we have examined. This is done in several ways:
● Encouraging constant attention to check what social validation you receive in the form of
‘likes’, notifications and responses
● Irregularly timed rewards that require constant checking of your device
● ‘Endlessly’ scrolling newsfeeds that discourage disengagement
● Algorithms based on tracking your online behaviour that presents you with content and
advertisements designed to most likely capture your attention and influence your consumer
behaviour (including politically)
We know this is happening, and that it is deliberate. Whistleblowers from the tech industry have
come forward and said so – just as whistleblowers came forward from the tobacco industry a
generation earlier. Tristan Harris, a former Google engineer, put it this way in his appearance on
a current affairs TV show:
3

Degrowth in Scotland: Degrowing the Economy, Regrowing Our Lives; Course Handbook by Centre for Human Ecology and Enough! Scotland is
licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0

“Every time I check my phone, I’m playing the slot machine to see “What did I get?” There’s a
whole playbook of techniques that get used by [technology companies] to get you using the
technology for as long as possible… It’s not neutral. They want you to use it in particular ways
and for long periods of time. Because that’s how they make their money”. (Newport 2019:23)
Theologian René Girard spoke of ‘mimetic desire’: we desire what others want, because they
desire it. He wrote, “all desire is a desire for being”. Capitalist technology captures this desire
and monetises it. When we are scrolling on our social media feed, seeing the carefully curated
and flattering photographs of the lives of others, we both desire to connect with them, desire
what they have, and negatively compare our own circumstance to theirs. They, of course, are
doing the same when they look at our carefully curated profile. We attend events and buy
products because the algorithm brought them to our attention, through data analysis of what we,
and others in our network have ‘liked’.

A3 Degrowth and Desire
The ideology of perpetual growth that underpins these interventions in our collective psyche - a
kind of mass social experiment - is often seen as simple fulfilment of desire: natural, normal,
and just the way it is. To challenge it is to risk marking oneself as eccentric, maladjusted or
idealistic. But an understanding of the ways in which assumptions of perpetual growth have
been socially constructed can allow us to challenge this.
McGowan (2016:17) points out:
Defenders of the system claim that capitalism is a function of human nature—that
there is a perfect overlap between capitalism and human nature—and thus that there
exists no space from which one might criticise it. From this perspective, any
foundational critique is inherently fanciful and utopian. But much more than other
socioeconomic systems, capitalism necessarily relies on its incompleteness and on its
opening to the outside in order to function. One can psychoanalyse capitalism though
the very gaps the system itself produces and through its reliance on what exceeds it.
The fundamental gesture of capitalism is the promise, and the promise functions as
the basis for capitalist ideology. One invests money with the promise of future returns;
one starts a job with the promise of a higher salary; one takes a cruise with the
promise of untold pleasure in the tropics; one buys the newest piece of electronics
with the promise of easier access to what one wants. In every case the future
embodies a type of satisfaction foreclosed to the present and dependent on one’s
investment in the capitalist system. The promise ensures a sense of dissatisfaction
with the present in relation to the future.
Here we begin to see cracks in the veneer of the growth paradigm. It is based on a sense of
lack in what we have: in being socially educated and policed to be insufficient- for there to be a
gap between the lives we have now, and a promised life in the future.
In 1899, the American sociologist Thorsten Veblen coined the phrase “conspicuous
consumption” in his book The Theory of the Leisure Class. The phrase was double-edged:
Veblen was critical of the wealthy flaunting their wealth, but he recognised that more ordinary
people used goods and services to establish “the reputability of the household and its head”.
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In the first decades of the 20th century, an understanding developed of human psychology
which allowed the rise of new forms of public relations and consumer marketing. One pioneer
was Edward Bernays, Sigmund Freud’s nephew, who used his uncle’s insights into the
subconscious to develop new advertising techniques. As described by Jeremy Lent (2017:75):
“We must shift America from a needs to a desires culture,” declared Bernays’
business partner, Paul Mazur. “People must be trained to desire, to want new
things, even before the old have been entirely consumed. We must shape a new
mentality. Man’s desires must overshadow his needs.”
In 1928, Bernays proudly described how his techniques for mental manipulation
had permitted a small elite to control the minds of the American population:
[T]he conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions
of the masses is an important element in democratic society. Those who
manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government
that is the true ruling power of this country.
We are governed, our minds molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested,
largely by men we have never heard of… In almost every act of our daily lives…
we are dominated by the relatively small number of persons … who pull the wires
which control the public mind.
The following year, a Presidential report gave credit to the mind control espoused
by Bernays for helping to create a limitless future of American consumption,
explaining it had “proved conclusively… that wants are almost insatiable; that one
want satisfied makes way for another. The conclusion is that economically, we
have a boundless field before us; that there are new wants that will make way
endlessly for newer wants, as fast as they are satisfied … by advertising and other
promotional devices.”

The coming of the digital age supercharged these methods and brought them, via technology,
into our lives and awareness in a more intimate and entrenched way than ever before.

A4 Technology and Discontent
For the context of our current inquiry, we'll narrow the definition of technology to mean the tools,
machinery and systems devised by humans to further particular ends. The consideration of the
moral and philosophical dimensions of technology and its use goes back at least to the classical
concepts of 'techne' (craft, art, skill) and ‘episteme’ (theory, knowledge). We know that
technology was and is used in the more-than-human world: other primates, and birds such as
corvids and many other species are known to use tools for obtaining food, building shelter or for
recreation. But humanity has uniquely created a society in which technology – and for the
purpose of our reflection, consumer electronics in particular – not only plays a central role in
meeting our fundamental human needs, but has come to shape our society and culture in
unprecedented ways.
We often use the term 'Luddite' in a disparaging way to mean a reactionary anti-technologist. In
truth, the Luddites were 19th century textile workers who saw that the use of machinery to
replace their traditional heritage craft was not to the benefit of the people, but to the capitalist
owners of the machinery alone. Social critic Ivan Illich, writing in 1983 at the dawn of the
computer age, wrote that 'computers are doing to communication what fences did to pastures
and cars did to streets': in other words, he saw the idea of the commons as being threatened by
5
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individualist enclosure which redefines community. He advocated a new politics of self-limitation
with regards to technology, viewing it as necessary for people to maintain autonomy – and that
decisions on technical changes in the human environment should not be left to 'experts' and the
marketplace alone. There is good evidence that what Illich warned about has come to pass. The
promise of technology as liberation – instant global communication and access to information –
has become mediated by a handful of global corporations. We use Facebook Messenger to
communicate, yet this is subject to our acceptance of terms of service we clicked 'accept' on,
probably without reading. The terms of service mean allowing Facebook access to personal
data, and direct control over our device. This unprecedented access to our data has emerged
faster than the civic and political structures needed to control it – with direct consequences in
our politics (via the use of personal data to tailor targeted advertisements during referenda and
elections) and many other ways.

A5 Turning things around: Human Flourishing and Regrowth
Diagram: Doughnut Economics (Raworth 2017)
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Informed by an understanding of how social and technological forces have shaped our
collective landscape, we can now turn our attention to how we build new ways of being in the
world within a degrowth paradigm.
Revisiting technology, it’s possible to reframe its use in ways that give life and genuine power
and utility to the users. Early technologists of digital communication were often advocates for
user freedom. Take email, the most important and widely used communications medium on the
internet. The technical standards for email were finalised in 1977 and have remained essentially
unchanged. Anyone can set up an email address with any provider they choose (or host it
themselves), which can communicate with any other email address. It just works, and everyone
benefits (spam notwithstanding!).
Capitalist technologists do not want their products to have open standards like this now, as it
means they cannot form monopolies. In the time of coronavirus, many of us are having to adjust
our working practices to include increased use of technology for communications and meetings
online. Much of the software we use for this is proprietary – our use of it is subject to conditions.
We do not personally own it to use and modify as we wish. We are so accustomed to this that
the strangeness of the arrangement is often concealed. Consider another technology we may
use for our work – a pencil, for example. Once we acquire ownership of the pencil from the
retailer and manufacturer, it is ours. We can draw or write what we want, sharpen it if
necessary, lend it or give it to a friend if we want. Freedoms like this should be available to us
with regard to the digital technology we use.
There is a strong movement of folk creating, using and sharing software under 'free' or 'open
source' licences. This includes both the programs we use, and the operating system itself.
Exploring ways that we can use these kinds of tools instead of proprietary software is a concrete
step we can make towards a digital commons, outside of the silos and walled gardens of the
capitalist technologists. We encourage you to explore the ways in which you can make use of
this technology and offer suggestions in Section D: Additional Resources.
A just framework for degrowth takes historical relationships around dominance and exploitation
from colonialism and imperialism into account. It follows that there is no one-size-fits-all
approach to degrowth, and historical and geographical dimensions must be approached through
non-oppressive frameworks and sensitivities. In the Minority World1, degrowth would take the
shape of decreasing production and consumption, and the discourse tends to revolve around
critiques of affluent lifestyles that cannot be afforded or aspired to. This does not mean that
everything has to de-grow. Rather, a downscaling of particular industries (such as the militaryindustrial complex, publicity, consumer electronics and other toys) would be accompanied by a
growth in industries that support public welfare (the care sector, hospitals, repair shops, slow
food, slow fashion, upcycled items and so on). In the Majority World, there will be some overlap
with the Minority World among wealthy elites. Degrowth takes the shape of post-development
discourses, arguing that even new 'softer' forms of development constitute a form of cultural
imperialism. Degrowth alternatives may involve indigenous ways of organising social life and
livelihoods according to the good of the community, for example through Buen Vivir ('the good
life'), a concept emerging from Ecuador, the inclusive community planning toolkit Plan de Vida
(Life plan) of the Colombian Misak people discussed in a previous session. It might also take
the shape of feminist, anti-corporate activism, such as Vandana Shiva’s farming and seed
saving project Navdanya in Uttarakhand, North India.
Across the Minority and Majority worlds, new technologies for Degrowth will involve appropriate
technologies are small in scale, affordable, localised, decentralised, labour-intensive, repairable
and energy-efficient. E.F. Schumacher’s motto ‘small is beautiful’ became the guiding slogan of
Here we use the terms ‘Minority World’ to refer to the Global North/’West’, and ‘Majority World’ to refer to the Global
South, after Shahidul Alam
1
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the appropriate technology movement from the 1970s. Such technologies often operate
according to open source principles, critiquing copyright law and aiming to ensure replicability
and fair usage rights – as in the Appropedia project.

A6 Reframing and Renaming: New Stories, Coming Home

"For magic consists in this, the true naming of a thing." ― Ursula K. LeGuin, A Wizard of
Earthsea

Perhaps more challenging than assimilating the technical and theoretical models available to us
is the task of actually embedding ourselves into new lifeways in a contemporary context and
landscape that can seem hostile to human flourishing and mutual survival. How can we increase
capacity, meet our fundamental human needs, and co-create cultures of care and regeneration?
An opening up of opportunities for this new imaginary has emerged in the mutual aid networks,
spontaneous inter-connectedness, and acknowledgement of the unsustainability and brittleness
of the system as it stands in the context of the 2020 Coronavirus pandemic. The pandemic has
revealed massive health inequalities, the extent of precarious insecure work, and the failure of
just-in-time food systems, but it’s also revealed the extent to which the ‘real economy’ is based
on material needs which were only barely being adequately met by the market economy.
Oikos, the ancient Greek word relating to the family unit, the family's property, and the
household/home, is the root of both the modern words 'economy' and 'ecology'. The integration
between actual goods and services and economic systems- broadly known as the real
economy- was challenged by the rise of purely financial markets in which monetary activities
became dominant, a key factor in the 2008 financial crisis. The consequences of this crisis, and
the subsequent great recession led to renewed debate as to the sustainability of a paradigm
based on economic growth, sustained by consumer credit and resource extraction.
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Diagram:‘The Cycle of Belonging’ (McIntosh 2008)

As we saw in session one, ‘growth’ is synonymous with ‘good’ or ‘healthy’ with regards to the
economy in media discourse, and contesting this is part of the degrowth project. This also
applies to other ways we discuss the ways we live, work and come together. Recent trends in
community development have emphasised terms such as ‘resilience’, ‘social capital’ and
‘assets’, but these concepts can be blind to social class, inequalities and the extent to which
“celebrating the ‘self-reliance’ of the poor raised a red flag to the degree that it echoed
ideologies that justified the dismantling of the redistributive functions of the state” (Derickson
2016:2).
The task of creating new stories and counter-cultural ways of making sense of how we should
collectively proceed in the context of the current ‘great humbling’ reveals a number of
possibilities based on mutuality, co-operation and meaningful relationship. A few suggested
perspectives follow, but part of the degrowth work is to create, innovate and collaborate
together, so this is not prescriptive or exhaustive (and the other sessions contain many other
tools in the toolbox).

9

Degrowth in Scotland: Degrowing the Economy, Regrowing Our Lives; Course Handbook by Centre for Human Ecology and Enough! Scotland is
licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0

Diagram of natural resource flows in a steady-state system
Derickson (ibid:3) offers resourcefulness to “describe a normative vision for the relationship
between the broader social formation and the community itself in which they were properly and
fairly resourced to collectively arrive at and work to realize their own visions for the future.”
In the Majority World and in areas of multiple deprivation in the Minority World, leapfrogging
(New Internationalist 1996:online) describes communities and countries who are passing over
the stages in standard development which require a typical extractivist, high-carbon
industrialisation process, going instead directly to a high-wellbeing, low-impact sustainable way
of life without needing to get ‘rich’ first.
Contraction and convergence (Stott 2012) describes a mechanism (primarily internationally,
but potentially within societies) to ensure that resources are equitably distributed to those whose
ecological impact and living standards are low, along with an approach to development that
gives financial power to individuals and local communities, and provides the incentive to make
low carbon choices.
Rushkoff (2019:199) invites us to join Team Human, resistant to the forces that would conquer
us, using our social connections to orient ourselves, ensure mutual survival, and derive meaning
and purpose as our biological legacy.
Cahn (2000:10) developed models of time-banking in which members agree to give and
receive services based on time equivalents, not money, and co-production: ” Assets became:
no more throw-away people; Redefining work became: no more free rides for the market
economy through discrimination and exploitation; Reciprocity became: Stop creating
dependencies while profiting from their troubles; Social capital became: no more dis-investing in
families, neighbourhoods, and communities.”
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The Cycle of Belonging and The Rubric of Regeneration (McIntosh 2008) provide tools in
which we can orient ourselves within our contexts and communities and collectively ensure
dignified sufficiency.

The Rubric of Regeneration (McIntosh 2008)
Max-Neef (1991:22) proposed that fundamental human needs must be understood as a
system; that is, all human needs are interrelated and interactive. True satisfaction of human
needs cannot be obtained by consuming economic goods. When this consumption is made an
end in itself, rather than being seen as just one means to satisfy needs, it places life at the
service of consumer goods, rather than the goods at the service of life.
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Max-Neef’s Fundamental Human Needs (1991)

The end of this section is necessarily contingent and provisional, because it requires our
collective participation to revision, restore and regenerate. The future is diffuse, unpredictable
and unstable, and there is much work to do. Degrowth as a frame provides a setting for work,
play, exploration and organising into this future and allows us to not just wait and see what
happens, but to make something happen. Where we go with it is up to us.
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B1 Kothari, Ashish, 2016. ‘Radical Ecological Democracy. Some More
Reflections from the South on Degrowth’.

2

Beyond Development - Snapshot from India
Kothari describes a range of crucial elements or pillars of transformation that have been codeveloped by several hundred practitioners and thinkers from across India as an alternative to
a development framework:
1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

“Ecological sustainability and wisdom, including the conservation of nature
(ecosystems, species, functions, cycles) and its resilience, ensuring that human
activities are based on environmental ethics and are within planetary limits.
Social well-being and justice, including lives that are physically, socially, culturally, and
spiritually fulfilling, where there is equity (including gender equity) in socio-economic
and political entitlements, benefits, rights and responsibilities, and where cultural
diversity is celebrated and promoted. Attempts to bring back ancient Indian beliefs in
‘enoughness’, voluntary simplicity or austerity, without falling into the trap of bigoted
religiosity, are part of this.
Direct democracy, where decision-making starts at the smallest unit of human
settlement, in which every human has the right, capacity and opportunity to take part;
envisaging larger levels of representative or delegated governance that are
downwardly accountable, defined on the basis of ecological and cultural contiguity and
linkages (‘ecoregions’ or ‘biocultural’ regions).
Economic democracy, in which local communities have control over the means of
production, distribution, exchange, and markets; where localization is a key principle
and larger trade and exchange are built on it. This is the basis of several initiatives at
producer companies and cooperatives, and producer-consumer linkages in fields such
as food and crafts. The re-invention of non-monetised exchanges (barter and other
forms) and local bazaars, infused with equity principles that may have been weak in
the past, has to be part of this process.
Knowledge commons, where the generation, conservation, transmission and use of
knowledge (including traditional and modern forms) are collective processes, not
confined to formal sector ‘experts’ or to state or corporate run institutions.”

(Kothari 2016)

Available at https://www.degrowth.info/en/catalogue-entry/blog-radical-ecological-democracy-some-morereflections-from-the-south-on-degrowth/ 
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C1 Jeremy Lent, 2018. Culture shift: redirecting humanity’s path to a
flourishing future3
What do all these ideas have in common—a tax on carbon, big investments in renewable
energy, a livable minimum wage, and freely accessible healthcare? The answer is that we need
all of them, but even taken together they’re utterly insufficient to redirect humanity away from
impending catastrophe and toward a truly flourishing future.
That’s because the problems these ideas are designed to solve, critical as they are, are
symptoms of an even more profound problem: the implicit values of a global economic and
political system that is driving civilization toward a precipice.

Even with the best of intentions, those actively working to reform the current system are a bit
like software engineers valiantly trying to fix multiple bugs in a faulty software program: each fix
complicates the code, leading inevitably to a new set of bugs that require even more heroic
workarounds. Ultimately, it becomes clear that the problem isn’t just the software: an entirely
new operating system is required to get where we need to go.

This realization dawned on me gradually over the years I spent researching my book, The
Patterning Instinct: A Cultural History of Humanity’s Search for Meaning. My research began as
a personal search for meaning. I’d been through a personal crisis when the certainties on which
I’d built my early life came crashing down around me. I wanted my life going forward to be truly
meaningful—but based on what foundation? I was determined to sort through the received
narratives of meaning until I came across a foundation I could really believe in.

My drive to answer these questions led me to explore the patterns of meaning that different
cultures throughout history have constructed. Just like peeling an onion, I realized that one layer
of meaning frequently covered deeper layers that structure the daily thoughts and values that
most people take for granted. It was a journey of nearly ten years, during which I dedicated
myself to deep research in disciplines such as neuroscience, history and anthropology.
Finally, I discovered that what makes humans unique is that we—to a greater extent than any
other species—have what I call a ‘patterning instinct:’ we are driven to pattern meaning into our
world. That drive is what led humans to develop language, myth, and culture. It enabled us to
invent tools and develop science, giving us tremendous benefits but also putting us on a
collision course with the natural world.
Each culture tends to construct its worldview on a root metaphor of the universe, which in turn
defines people’s relationship to nature and each other, ultimately leading to a set of values that
directs how that culture behaves. It’s those culturally derived values that have shaped history.
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Early hunter-gatherers, for example, understood nature as a ‘giving parent,’ seeing themselves
as part of a large extended family, intrinsically connected with the spirits of the natural world
around them. When agriculture first emerged about twelve thousand years ago, new values
such as property, hierarchy and wealth appeared, leading early civilizations to view the universe
as dominated by a hierarchy of gods who required propitiation through worship, ritual and
sacrifice.
Beginning with the ancient Greeks, a radically new, dualistic way of thinking about the universe
emerged, conceiving a split cosmos divided between a heavenly domain of eternal abstraction
and a worldly domain polluted with imperfection. This cosmological split was paralleled by the
conception of a split human being composed of an eternal soul temporarily imprisoned in a
physical body that is destined to die. Christianity, the world’s first systematic dualistic
cosmology, built on the Greek model by placing the source of meaning in an external God in the
heavens, while the natural world became merely a desacralized theater for the human drama to
be enacted.
The Christian cosmos set the stage for the modern worldview that emerged in seventeenth
century Europe with the Scientific Revolution. The belief in the divinity of reason, inherited from
the ancient Greeks, served as an inspiration for the scientific discoveries of pioneers such as
Galileo, Kepler, and Newton, who all believed that they were glimpsing ‘the mind of God.’
But the worldview that inspired these breakthroughs had a darker side. The Scientific Revolution
was built on metaphors such as ‘nature as a machine’ and ‘conquering nature’ which have
shaped the values and behaviors of the modern age. The entailments of a dualistic cosmos
inherited from the Greeks have defined our received beliefs, many of which we accept implicitly
even though they are based on flawed assumptions.
We are told that humans are fundamentally selfish—indeed even our genes are selfish—and
that an efficiently functioning society is one where everyone rationally pursues their own selfinterest. We accept technocratic fixes to problems that require more integrated, systemic
solutions on the premise that nature is just a very complicated machine—one that is entirely
separate from humanity.
Continued growth in Gross Domestic Product is seen as the basis for economic and political
success, even though GDP measures nothing more than the rate at which we are transforming
nature and human activities into the monetary economy, no matter how beneficial or harmful it
may be. And the world’s financial markets are based on the belief that the global economy will
keep growing indefinitely even though that is impossible on a finite planet. ‘No problem,’ we are
told, since technology will always find a new solution.
These underlying flaws in our global operating system stem ultimately from a sense of
disconnection. Our minds and bodies, reason and emotion are seen as split parts within
ourselves. Human beings are understood as individuals separated from each other, and
humanity as a whole is perceived as separate from nature. At the deepest level, it is this sense
of separation that is inexorably leading human civilization to potential disaster.
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However, the same human patterning instinct that has brought us to this precipice is also
capable of turning us around and onto a path of sustainable flourishing. We have the capacity to
build an alternative worldview around a sense of connectedness within the web of life—a sense
shared by indigenous cultures around the world from the earliest times.
I’ve seen this idea disparaged as a New Agey, kumbaya-style mentality even by otherwise
progressive thinkers. However, modern scientific findings validate the underlying connectedness
of all living beings. Insights from complexity theory and systems biology show that the
connections between things are frequently more important than the things themselves. Life itself
is now understood as a self-organizing, self-regenerating complex that extends like a fractal at
ever-increasing scale, from a single cell to the global system of life on Earth.
Human beings, too, are best understood not by their selfish drives for power but by cooperation,
group identity, and a sense of fair play. In contrast to chimpanzees, who are obsessed with
competing against each other, human beings evolved to become the most cooperative of
primates, working collaboratively on complex tasks and creating communities with shared
values and practices that became the basis for culture and civilization. In the view of prominent
evolutionary psychologists, it was our intrinsic sense of fairness that led to the evolutionary
success of our species and created the cognitive foundation for crucial values of the modern
world such as freedom, equality and representative government.
Just as the values of previous generations shaped history, so the values we collectively choose
to live by today will shape our future. The cognitive patterns instilled in us by the dominant
culture are the results of a particular worldview that arose at a specific time and place in human
history. This worldview has now passed its expiration date. It is causing enormous unnecessary
suffering throughout the globe and driving our civilization toward collapse.
Rather than trying to transcend what we are, our most important task is to peel away this
received worldview, reach within ourselves to feel our deepest motivations as living beings
embedded in the web of life, and act on them.
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C2 Tim Kasser, 2012 Values and the Next Generation4
Psychologists have collected data from thousands of people in dozens of nations around the world
to understand what humans value and how they prioritize different aims in life. These studies
consistently show that the human value system is composed of about a dozen basic types of
values, including aims such as having caring relationships, having fun, pursuing spiritual
understanding, and feeling safe. Thus far, the evidence suggests that people in every corner of
the globe appear to care about and be motivated by each of these basic values, at least to some
extent.
Not only do people have the same fundamental types of values, but these values are also
organized in similar ways in people’s minds.1,2 Specifically, the evidence strongly suggests that
the human value system is organized such that some values tend to be relatively consistent with
each other, and thus easy to pursue simultaneously, whereas other values tend to be in relative
conflict, and thus difficult to pursue at the same time. The extent of compatibility or conflict
between values can be statistically represented in circumplex models (for an example, see Figure
1). Values are placed near each other in the circumplex when the pursuit of one value facilitates
success at another value; for example, most people experience the values of image and status as
compatible, as buying an in-fashion handbag or automobile not only enhances one’s image, but
also conveys greater status. Values are placed on opposite sides of the circumplex when the
pursuit of one value interferes with another; for example, most people find it relatively difficult to
pursue spiritual goals while focused on hedonistic pleasures (it is difficult, for example, to party
late on Saturday night and then pray early on Sunday morning).
Other studies offer additional support for the idea that the human value system is organized in this
fashion by showing that thinking about one set of values has predictable ripple effects on
others.3 Specifically, thinking about one value both bleeds over into compatible values
and suppresses conflicting values. For example, if a person thinks about the importance of
financial success, then image and popularity will usually rise in priority (as such pursuits are
compatible with the desire for financial success), whereas giving back to the community will
decline in importance (as that aim generally conflicts with the desire to make more money).
Because people’s aims in life influence their attitudes and behaviors,4 numerous studies show
that prioritization of two particular sets of values affects outcomes relevant to many of the
challenges humans currently face. The first set of values includes the extrinsic aims of financial
success, image, and popularity. These values are called extrinsic because they are focused on
rewards and other people’s opinions, and usually are not satisfying in and of themselves. The
second set of values involves the intrinsic aims of self-acceptance, affiliation, and community
feeling. These values are called intrinsic because they tend to satisfy people’s inherent
psychological needs.5 Many studies show that the relative prioritization of intrinsic versus
extrinsic values bears consistent associations with people’s personal well-being, their
relationships with other people, and their treatment of the environment.
https://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/article/values-and-the-next-generation/ Available online under Creative
Commons Share Alike Licence
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Richard Morin/Solutions (Source: Grouzet et al., 2005)
Figure 1: This circumplex model is based on circular stochastic modeling procedures applied to the
goal-importance ratings of approximately 1800 college students in 15 cultures. Values adjacent to
each other on the circumplex are experienced as relatively compatible whereas values on opposite
sides of the circumplex are experienced as in relative conflict.

For instance, dozens of studies have documented that the more people prioritize values such as
money, image, and status, the lower their well-being and the greater their reported distress. As
such extrinsic values rise in importance, people experience less happiness and life satisfaction,
fewer pleasant emotions (like joy and contentment), and more unpleasant emotions (like anger
and anxiety) in their day-to-day lives. They also tend to be more depressed and anxious, and are
more likely to use substances like cigarettes and alcohol. Even physical problems like headaches,
stomachaches, and backaches are associated with a strong focus on extrinsic values. In contrast,
placing higher importance on intrinsic values (and successfully pursuing these values) is
associated with being happier and healthier.6
Social behavior also relates to people’s relative focus on extrinsic versus intrinsic values. People
tend to be more empathic, cooperative, and caring when they prioritize intrinsic values, whereas a
stronger emphasis on extrinsic concerns like money and image is associated with more
manipulative and competitive behaviors. Unethical business and antisocial behaviors have also
been shown to be more common among those who prioritize extrinsic values.7 What’s more,
when they consider material belongings and image to be relatively important, people express
more prejudicial attitudes toward other ethnicities and a stronger belief that downtrodden groups
deserve what they have (or don’t have).8 Even brief reminders of extrinsic values can affect
people’s social behavior: one set of studies showed that subtly reminding people of money (by
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having them unscramble phrases with money-relevant words or view a computer screen-saver
with a dollar sign on it) leads to less generous and helpful behaviors moments later.9 This is a
good example of the “suppression” effect, as the activation of the extrinsic value of financial
success leads people to orient away from more intrinsic values such as generosity and caring for
others.
Ecological behaviors and attitudes are also consistently associated with people’s values. Studies
have found that people who prioritize extrinsic values care less about the environment and other
species, whereas intrinsic values promote more ecologically sustainable attitudes and
behaviors.10 And once again, even brief reminders of these values can affect ecological
behaviors and attitudes. For instance, U.S. college students led to think about times when their
nation has acted to support freedom, to build family values, and to be generous to others (i.e.,
intrinsic values) later endorsed more sustainable ecological policies, such as support for public
transportation and smaller homes.11 And another study found that among people who tend to
care a great deal about material possessions and social status, thinking for a few minutes about
the intrinsic values of affiliation and being broadminded caused them to express stronger care for
the environment and greater desire to help poor people in developing nations.12 These results
show that activating intrinsic values can cause a beneficial “bleed-over” in people’s value systems,
leading them to want to support the larger community of people, other species, and future
generations.
These value dynamics are also relevant at the national level. Nations ranked as having citizens
who especially endorse intrinsic over extrinsic values also have children with greater overall wellbeing, provide new parents with more generous leave after a baby is born, and emit less CO2 per
capita (even after controlling for national wealth).13
To summarize, three hopeful messages emerge from this body of empirical research:
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Intrinsic values are basic to the human value system, and thus can be encouraged and
activated in all people.
Intrinsic values can be an antidote to extrinsic values, as encouraging the former
suppresses the latter.
Intrinsic values hold promise not only for solving social and ecological problems, but also
for helping people be happier and healthier.
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White Center Community Development Association
Studies point to two different human value sets: Extrinsic values such as money and image and
intrinsic values such as community feeling and personal growth. Here, volunteers gather to work on
community improvement projects.

Some Possibilities for Action

This values-based perspective suggests an empirically-supported strategy for addressing
humanity’s greatest challenges: Discourage extrinsic values and encourage intrinsic values in
people’s lives and in society. Indeed, if one uses this perspective to look at seemingly disparate
efforts to promote human well-being, social cohesion, or ecological sustainability, many such
efforts, at base, critique the extrinsic values of status and possessions and instead promote
intrinsic values such as self-acceptance and connection to others. Space limitations do not allow
for a full exposition of this idea,14 but consider the following six examples.
Voluntary Simplicity
A not-insignificant minority of individuals in Western nations choose to drop out of the workspend-work-some-more lifestyle and instead pursue the “inner riches” of personal growth,
family, and volunteering. Examined through a values lens, such voluntary simplifiers have
rejected extrinsic values in order to focus on intrinsic values. This suggestion is supported by
empirical analyses showing that voluntary simplifiers prioritize intrinsic over extrinsic values
more highly than do mainstream Americans. What’s more, these differences in value
prioritization explain, in large part, why voluntary simplifiers are both happier and living more
sustainably than mainstream Americans.15
Mindfulness Meditation
For at least the last couple thousand years, millions of humans have engaged in practices
designed to enhance their awareness of their present state. Contemporary scientific studies
document that cultivating this experience of mindfulness not only yields psychological and
physical health benefits, but also helps people care less about material possessions and
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jockeying for social position and more about their own inner lives and their connection to the
community. What’s more, mindfulness also helps people live more sustainably and resist the
endless pursuit of acquiring more material stuff.15,16
Time Affluence
In many economically developed nations, work hours have been increasing over the last few
decades. Consequently, people have less time to pursue their own interests, to be with their
families, and to be involved in their communities. To counter these trends, the time-affluence
movement has proposed polices to provide new parents with more generous paid leave, to
extend paid vacations, and to decrease overall work hours.17 Looked at through a values lens,
each of these policies changes the focus from working and earning (i.e., extrinsic values) to
family, opportunities for rejuvenation, and more equitable distribution of labor among citizens
(i.e., intrinsic values).
Advertising
Citizens in contemporary consumer cultures are bombarded each day with thousands of
commercial messages designed to stimulate their desire to consume. Viewed through a values
lens, such messages activate and encourage the extrinsic portion of people’s value systems. As
such, efforts to remove advertising from public spaces (e.g., in subways, on highways, and in
schools) and to ban advertising to children, who are particularly susceptible to such value
messages, can be understood as attempts to discourage extrinsic values. This values-based
approach would also be consistent with proposals to revoke government subsidies that allow
businesses to deduct advertising expenditures from their tax returns and to instead tax such
expenditures as a form of “value pollution.”18

Gurumustuk Singh
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Studies document that cultivating mindfulness through meditation helps people live more
sustainably, care less about material possessions, and care more about their connection to the
community.
Alternative Indicators of Progress
Policymakers, business people, and the media typically use economic indicators, such as Gross
National Product, consumer confidence, and stock market trends, to express the health and
prosperity of a nation, despite the facts that these indicators were never designed for this
purpose and that increases in these indicators have been associated with stagnation in citizens’
well-being and with greater ecological degradation over time.19 Many individuals and
organizations have suggested developing alternative indicators, with proposals including Lord
Layard’s happiness measures, the Kingdom of Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness approach,
the Happy Planet Index developed by the new economics foundation, and the recent
recommendations of the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Development and
Social Progress, created by French president Nicolas Sarkozy. While each alternative indicator
has its own particular features, all of them de-privilege extrinsic values (by taking the focus off
profit-making and economic growth at any cost) and incorporate data reflecting a nation’s
success on measures relevant to intrinsic values (e.g., equal distribution of wealth,
environmental health, opportunities for free time, and mental health).
Challenging Corporations
Publicly-traded corporations are frequently blamed for social and ecological ills.20 These
organizations’ mandate to maximize financial profit for shareholders (i.e., extrinsic values) can
lead boards and CEOs to make decisions that harm overall environmental or societal wellbeing. Proposals to replace this dominant business model with cooperatives, benefit
corporations, and stakeholder-based organizations all hold promise because each involves
tempering the concern for profit with more intrinsic concerns, such as the democratic
participation of workers and the good of the community.21
Conclusion
Despite the fact that these six existing efforts all share a common value base, it is relatively rare
that people who practice mindfulness meditation sit down with those trying to create benefit
corporations, that voluntary simplifiers converse with people promoting policies for more generous
parental-leave laws, or that organizations developing alternative indicators of national progress
combine forces with those trying to ban advertising to children. But there is good reason for these
diverse groups (as well as others not mentioned here) to recognize that they all are, at base, trying
to discourage a focus on extrinsic values and to encourage the successful pursuit of intrinsic
values. For if individuals and organizations were to acknowledge these shared goals, perhaps the
compartmentalization and competition that seem so prevalent in today’s civil society can be
avoided. Instead, perhaps the next generation will work to coordinate and jointly design
interventions, communications, and campaigns that discourage values such as money, image,
and status and that instead provide many opportunities to pursue values such as personal growth,
close connections to other people, and contributions to the larger world.22 As I hope to have
shown here, a solid empirical base suggests that if such broad coalitions were to use the valuesbased approach articulated in this article, substantial progress could be made toward solving
society’s most pressing problems.
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D ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Max-Neef: Human Scale Development LINK
Time-banking and Co-production- Edgar Cahn Resources – online and in print LINK
William Morris: Useful Work Vs Useless Toil LINK
Beyond Growth Resources LINK
Adam Curtis BBC documentary discussing Edward Bernays- The Century of the Self Part 1: "Happiness Machines" LINK
How to Destroy Surveillance Capitalism- Online book by Cory Doctorow LINK
Kate Raworth Doughnut Economics TED talk LINK
Resources on technology
F-Droid - Free and Open Source Android App Repository- free software for your phone LINK
https://ubuntu.com/community/mission- Ubuntu Linux- free software alternative to Windows
LINK
Free Software Directory searchable directory of over 15k free software packages LINK
A crowdsourced set of tech, tools and data relating to the Coronavirus Pandemic LINK
Self-Repair Manifesto Repair Manifesto LINK
‘Tools for Conviviality’ Ivan Illich LINK
Technology as if people mattered- Dinyar Godrej LINK

Tim Kasser Video: The High Price of Materialism LINK
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