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Based on: "The Day the World Stops Shopping” by J.B.MacKinnon

(who also wrote “100 Mile Diet")

1. “It is not the man who has too little, but the man who craves more, that is poor.
Seneca

2. Then he said to the crowd, “Take care to guard against all greed, for though one
may be rich, one's life does not consist of possessions.” Luke 12:15

3. Earth provides enough to satisfy every man's need, but not every man's greed”
Mahatma Gandhi

The premise of JB MacKinnon's book is a look at what our society would look like if we
experienced a 25% drop (number picked randomly) across every sector in our economy.

months of 2020, there was a 9% drop in emissions worldwide because of the economic
recession caused by COVID-19. This was the only time that emissions dropped by this
percentage.
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THE INTERVIEW

Curbing Our
Consumerism

J.B. MacKinnon imagines a day we stop shopping

.B. MACKINNON

is an environmental

journalist living in

Vancouver. His most

recent book, The

Day the World Stops
Shopping, imagines what would
happen were we all to suddenly
and substantially reduce our con-
sumption. His 2007 book, The
100-Mile Diet, co-written with his
partner, Alisa Smith, was a funny
and revelatory bestseller.

JULIE MCGONEGAL: We’re
living an existential tension: we
need to stop consuming so much
for the sake of the planet, but we
need to keep shopping to save
the economy. Your book offers a
thought experiment: what hap-
pens when the world stops shop-
ping? Take me through that.
J.B. MACKINNON: We see an
abrupt stop in shopping, as we
did in the pandemic. We also see
terrible economic consequences
— and that’s something import-
ant for people to confront. We are
dependent on the consumer soci-
ety as we know it. We are vulner-
able to its forces, and that should
challenge us.

Yet we also see, as we did in
the early lockdowns, immediate
changes in ourselves as humans
and in the environment, includ-
ing an abrupt drop-off in carbon
emissions. We see bluer skies and
starlit nights.

And then we see

if we cut ourselves off from shop-
ping, we’re cutting ourselves off
from a set of materialist values
associated with consumerism.

Jii: Where do we turn instead?
JBn: Do people find more satis-
fying values when consumerism
doesn’t dominate?

Many people make that turn
really quickly and start to invest
in what’s most important to them:
their social contacts, the people
they care about, spending time
in nature and developing more
meaningful pursuits.

J#: Yourbookis deeplyinformed
by the pandemic, which unfolded
at the time of writing. What are
some differences between lock-
downs and what would happen
in a lower-consuming society?

JBM: One crucial difference is
that we were cut off from soci-
ety during the pandemic. What
we find when we look at people
who practise voluntary simpli-
city, or when we talk to psychol-
ogists about materialism and the
values associated with it, is that
those who move away from con-
sumerism fill the void left behind
mainly with interactions with
other human beings. We didn’t
really have that option during
the lockdowns, though people

tried; you did see peoplereaching ¢
out on Zoom, say, to friends and -

sy JULIE
MCGONEGAL

family, but it wasn’t as
satisfying as it would

changes in ourselves: mEsESEssSssm be in real life.
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Ji: These questions are compli-
cated by issues around the dis-
parity of wealth.

JBM: Yes, one thing I notice trav-
elling in poorer countries is that
people there feel very acutely
that other people get to consume
a lot more. It raises the ques-
tion of whether we would raise
the happiness of people living
in poorer countries if we drew
down our consumption levels
so that our lifestyles were closer
to theirs — which, of course,
represent the more sustainable
lifestyles on the planet right now.

Jii: The focus in conversations
about the climate is normally on
greening our consumption pat-
terns. Why isn’t that enough?
JBM: We’ve been trying to find
— and have made great progress
in finding — more efficient tech-
nology and cleaner renewable
energy, but we’ve yet to achieve
a decline in global carbon emis-
sions through those means. Still,
we see that any time our con-
sumption patterns slow down, as
in the pandemic, there’s an abrupt
drop-off in those emissions on a
global scale.

Then there’s the example of
LED lights, which I explore in
the book. When I wrote about
them in The New Yorker in
2015, the idea that they were not
going to end up saving energy
seemed absurd to me. But when
1 travelled in Asia as part of the
research for this book, I saw
first-hand the incredible rise
in decorative lighting — whole
buildings draped in or com-
posed of LED lighting panels.

These kinds of examples drive
home for me the fact that there’sa
consumer mentality and a corres-
ponding consumer society built
on structures that undermine all
of our efforts to green our con-
sumption. >
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Perspective

JM: How much, if at all, should we as
individuals assume responsibility?
JEM: An important lesson for me
has been that it’s too much to put on
the consumer. We are consumers
in a consumption-driven economy,
and then we beat ourselves up for
consuming! There are tremendous
forces — social, cultural, economic,
political — encouraging us to consume.
And yet we feel bad if we can’t navigate
all of that ourselves.

To give you an example: a lot of
people who want to read this book
think a lot about this issue. Many of
them ask me: How should I buy it?
Should I take it from the library? I don’t
have an answer for them, because it’s so
complicated.

Ji: The conundrum of neoliberalism
is that the guilt gets downloaded onto
the individual. It’s a lot for people to
cope with,

JBM: It’s a terrible system, and people

endureactual painaround these choices
and the impossibility of making them.
Still, there are lots of good reasons for
people to reduce their consumption as
individuals: they can save money; they
can engage better with environmental
issues; and it might just change their
life in significant ways if they pursue
a path of voluntary simplicity. But
to really change things, we’ve got to
make changes at the structural level
of societies.

JM: How large an economy could we
generateand still be lower consuming?
JBM: We don’t know yet how innova-
tive an economy we could build around
quality, instead of quantity, of goods.
I believe you could build a lower-
consuming economy that is stronger
than people would think. But it certainly
would be smaller and slower churning
than what we have today. There would
be less work available and less wealth
being generated, which immediately

makes opportunities for work and the
division of wealth even more import-
ant than they are today. But it’s not as
though we, in the present, have a lot of
lessons to teach that future.

JM: How could people who want to
practise voluntary simplicity make it
a satisfying endeavour — especially
during the holidays when that path can
feel so hard?

JBM: Ifyoulookat people who choose to
take a deconsumer approach to Christ-
mas, you see this really clearly. You see
people step away from Christmas and
then feel dissatisfied because there is
no ritual, no celebration, no gathering.
They stop consuming so much stuff, but
it doesn’t feel that great.

The people who succeed at it are the
people who build something in its place,
and take deep satisfaction from gather-
ing with others, developing traditions. ®
This interview has been edited and con-
densed for length and clarity.



