
		
			[image: Cover image: Less: Stop Buying So Much Rubbish: How Having Fewer, Better Things Can Make Us Happier by Patrick Grant]
		


		
		[image: Title page image: Less: Stop Buying So Much Rubbish: How Having Fewer, Better Things Can Make Us Happier by Patrick Grant, William Collins logo]

		

		
			Copyright

			William Collins

			An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

			1 London Bridge Street

			London SE1 9GF

			WilliamCollinsBooks.com

			HarperCollinsPublishers

			Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper

			Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

			This eBook first published in Great Britain by William Collins in 2024

			Copyright © Patrick Grant 2024

			Cover image photographed by Colin Thomas

			Diagrams drawn by Martin Brown

			Patrick Grant assert the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

			A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

			All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

			Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

			Source ISBN: 9780008663971

			Ebook Edition © May 2024 ISBN: 9780008663995

			Version: 2025-05-16

		

		
			Dedication

			For Rachael, and for my lovely Mum.

		

		
			A Few Words on Happiness

			I have a faded plum-coloured 1980s sweatshirt that my granny gave me not long before she died. She found it in the charity shop in which she worked and knew I’d like it, so she bought it for me. Every time I wear it, which I do a lot, I think of her, and it makes me happy.

			Simple things make me happy. Time with friends and loved ones, time in nature, doing good deeds, making things, growing flowers and vegetables, and wearing or using good-quality objects with which I feel some personal connection.

			My sister gave me a green handmade mug for my fifty-first birthday that she’d bought from a small craft gallery on the Isle of Mull called the Tin Shed Gallery. It is hand thrown and hand glazed, and its well-proportioned handle is ever so slightly on the wonk. It gives me great pleasure every time I use it because of the material from which, and the care and skill with which, it was made; the love and care with which it was chosen, and just the way it feels in my hand. I cherish it. I wash it by hand with the utmost care.

			I have always, even as a young man, preferred quality over quantity. I can’t pinpoint where this preference came from, but growing up our house was filled with well-made objects. Our furniture was mostly second-hand from the auction houses in Edinburgh: sprung, and stuffed with hair and wool, natural fabrics beautifully faded and worn, the wood richly patinated with age. Our crockery and cutlery were all British made, from Stoke and Sheffield, either hand-me-downs or bought second-hand.

			I’ve also always loved things that have been repaired; perhaps a little peculiarly, the more improvised the repair the better. A knotted rope handle on a weather-worn door, the patchwork of rusted corrugated iron on an old barn roof, a wall with bits painted, and painted again, in never-quite-matching colour. I have a soft spot for a badly taped pair of spectacles. It is the evidence of the intervention of the human hand and mind, the ingenuity, often the thrift, that endears such things to me.

			I love hand-sewn or hand-knitted clothes for the same reasons. Their slight imperfections, and the delicacy and deftness of touch that only the human hand can produce, gives them great value. In the porch at my mum’s house is a box filled with scarves and mittens knitted by my granny (enthusiastic, but far from an expert, she could never master fingers), which are treasured because they were crafted by her hands, for us, with love. I have a pair of hand-knitted socks that I love so much I very rarely wear them for fear of wearing them out. I bought them from a little shop on the Isle of Lewis around fifteen years ago and have meant for some time to give them to an expert to work out how to knit more. I have hand-knitted sweaters, the tension and loft so different from machine-made sweaters, many bought from the second-hand shops I like to visit wherever I travel.

			My everyday wardrobe is just a few simple things. I am a creature of habit and wear the same things most days, which makes getting dressed, or packing for travel, a very simple affair. You will mostly find me wearing one of two types of heavy cotton trousers. The first type I originally designed for E. Tautz and we now make at Community Clothing. They were based on the shape of a 1960s army trouser. I bought two pairs in a second-hand store in Brooklyn and wore both to pieces. I now have five pairs in three colours and they’ve been a staple since we first designed them in 2015. The second, a more recent design, the ‘cameraman pant’, is inspired by a workwear pant worn by one of the camera guys on The Great British Sewing Bee in 2022. They’re heavy canvas, with a wide tapered leg, patch pockets and a drawstring top. I wear them almost always with navy-blue crew-necks: T-shirts in summer, sweatshirts or jumpers when it’s colder. Or my faded plum sweatshirt. Nine days out of ten I’m in a navy crew. When it’s cold I’ll wear a great big hand-knitted jumper (I have a few, in 6-ply and 8-ply wool) over another jumper, because I was brought up to put on a jumper, not the heating. All of these clothes are made well. All of those bought in the last twenty years, and there are not many, were made here in the UK. Some have been repaired. I no longer feel any compulsion to change them. They get better, and I like them more, each time I wear them.

			Besides my clothes and my green mug, there are a handful of other possessions that make me happy. A few other old Staffordshire-made china teacups and saucers – Spode, Minton, Wedgwood; a hand-built, hand-painted mug that I bought in Japan. I never tire of my ritual of drinking a cup of tea or coffee from one of these while watching birds in the garden on a Saturday and Sunday morning. I have another mug with a photo on it that I took of Esme Young asleep in our Sewing Bee dressing room covered in Frutella wrappers. Sara Pascoe had the mugs made as an end-of-season gift for us all. On it is printed ‘Sewing Bee 2021, Sponsored by Frutella’. I’ve another mug with a picture of a full English breakfast on it from Ste’s Place, a greasy spoon in Darwen market, near Blackburn. Both make me smile every time I see them in the cupboard.

			I use a Bialetti stove-top espresso which I’ve had for almost thirty years. Made in Italy from four pieces of high-quality steel and a rubber disc, it is one of the simplest and most perfect pieces of engineering I can think of. I have a Dualit classic toaster, robust and simple; no electronics, just a mechanical lifter and timer, everything replaceable, which I’ve had since 1995. I have a few good pans, professional quality, made in stainless steel or cast iron, again bought almost thirty years ago. And three good knives. I own a few bikes: a Dawes Super Galaxy, a Dawes Galaxy, a Pashley Classic, a Roy Thame touring bike and a Pete Matthews track bike, all British built, all steel frames. I also have a Trek carbon road bike, now over twenty years old, which my local bike shop deems a ‘classic’.

			I have a handful of old jugs from various craft potteries, mostly from the UK and France, that I like to fill with flowers and bits from the garden. I have a beautiful Edwardian captain’s chair that I inherited from my dad after his death. I remember him sitting in it, reading, for hours when I was a kid. I have his hand-built spice rack too, and the many jars in which he kept his much-used spices. I have some of his wooden-handled gardening tools. When I use them I can feel where his hands have been, my fingers slip naturally into the worn grooves where his fingers sat. These things keep his memory close.

			Even the simplest, least expensive objects can have great value if they mean something to us, meaning gained through time and use, by ourselves or by others we love. Only well-made things will last this course. It also stands to reason that the more things we have, the less meaning each one can have to us. Having loads of stuff doesn’t interest me. My few cherished, valued objects make me happy.

			I also derive a great deal of pleasure from nature. As a kid I spent almost all my waking hours in a wooded valley, now a local nature reserve, called the Hermitage of Braid. We knew every inch of it, every tree root on every path, every rock, crag and cranny, each and every turn of the water in the shallow burn which ran through its centre. We could pass through it almost silently, and could have found our way around it blindfolded and never put a foot out of place. We felt completely part of it. I was a member of a club for kids at Edinburgh Zoo called the Gannet Club. We’d go and hang out at the zoo in the holidays and get to handle some of the animals. I remember vividly the unexpected dryness of a boa constrictor. I loved the zoo’s daily penguin parade, and my class at primary school sponsored a rockhopper, which predictably we called Rocky. I loved Johnny Morris’s Animal Magic, and all the BBC wildlife programming like Life on Earth. If I see a hare or a kestrel, as I do reasonably often, it puts me in the brightest mood. Just hearing an owl hoot in the night makes me smile. Everywhere in Britain we are surrounded by extraordinary wildlife; we just need to slow down, tune in and enjoy it.

			Trees and mountains make me happy too. As a kid I had a cherished and much-thumbed copy of the Ladybird Book of Trees and I could recognise every native species. I love to be in the outdoors. There are few things that I like more than to sit and enjoy a sandwich and a flask of tea in the sun with my back to a cairn, a tree or a dry-stone wall up a hill with friends, or on my own. To sit above the clouds and see distant peaks laid out before me, to see the sky reach from the farthest reaches of my sight, from left horizon to right, to watch the water make its way from the high ground, gaining power as it collects other fledgling streams, has always filled me with awe and happiness. Reading Nan Shepherd’s The Living Mountain I saw my own feelings for these places put into words, and it is clear that many people derive great happiness from these wild places in Britain just as I do.

			My family have always loved the outdoors. My mum walks up one of Edinburgh’s hills, usually the Braids or Blackford, every day. My uncle died whilst walking the 2,200 miles of the Appalachian Trail in his seventies. A few generations back my father’s family were hill farmers and shepherds, so I think it might be in the blood. My mum is a passionate gardener, great with flowers. My dad was too, but growing vegetables was his bag. I learned to love the gardening calendar and the structure it provided to the year. I have plant pots and a handful of plants that have been with me since I lived in Liverpool in the late 1990s, moving with me around the country. The gardens I’ve had have varied in size and scope but now I’ve got a new garden, a big one, very derelict, with a handful of old stone buildings and a ha-ha. It’s a project to begin from scratch, aided by the writings of Gertrude Jekyll and William Robinson.

			In 2020 I started a project in Blackburn to grow flax and woad with an old friend and a great big bunch of volunteers from the local community in an attempt to see if it was possible to grow, spin, dye and weave our own textiles completely locally in Lancashire. There’s a simple pleasure in clearing and preparing and planting, the magic of germination, the hard but satisfying job of weeding, and at last the well-earned cup of tea and home-made samosa sitting in our field of flax, listening to the birds, watching bees and butterflies flit on the delicate blue blooms on a clear sunny day. I want to live in a way which allows all of nature to thrive, free from our debris and pollution, where the things I use every day – my clothes, my furniture, the vessels I eat and drink from – are made in a way that’s harmonious with the natural world, where the materials used to make them can be made or grown in a way that helps not hurts nature, materials which return themselves naturally to the earth when we’ve finished with them. I tweeted once that nature makes everything better. I think it’s true. In any or all of its various forms a connection with nature is great for our souls. The thought that our society is rapidly destroying the natural world motivates me to work harder to make positive change.

			The final great source of my happiness is my work. I am good at what I do, I feel valuable, and I know that people respect me for it because they often tell me so. I am proud of what I have achieved and am excited and eager to do more, and better, in the future. It is not just the work. I love the workplaces too. They are unique communities, and I enjoy the interactions I have with my colleagues at work most days. I spent eighteen years working at Norton & Sons on Savile Row. The camaraderie, the gossip, the long-running jokes were a wonderful part of my life. There is a ridiculous game that’s played in the workrooms there called ‘whistle and bar’ which never fails to make me laugh when played well. My former colleagues Nick, Dave, and John Kent had a real talent and passion for it, but there are fewer masters than there once were. The tailors and cutters in Savile Row are so good at what they do that they can work and talk, and it makes for a workplace that is convivial and endlessly social.

			I like the odd rituals. When I walk into my factory in Blackburn at the start of each day I shout ‘good morning’ to the team on the shop floor, and they shout ‘good morning’ back. I enjoy waving to my colleagues through the funny little windows to the offices in our very 80s-style office suite. The little signs that are dotted about the factory make me happy too. ‘Please don’t put wet teaspoons in the coffee’, ‘Please wash your own pots’. Reminders that we all need to find a way to rub along, through the exercise of small acts of common courtesy. I love the factory bell which punctuates my day. I love finding out what Dave my factory manager’s mum is cooking for his tea, Dave’s absolute joy no matter what it is; just knowing that Dave’s mum really loves to cook for her fifty-year-old son makes me smile. Discovering Dave’s dinner plans are part of our end-of-day ritual. He pops his head round my office door when he’s leaving, he asks if I’ve got my factory keys, I ask what he’s having. Mostly it’s steak, a cottage pie, a fry-up or a chicken dinner.

			I’m fortunate that I get to work alongside lots of different people. I work with close to a hundred British manufacturing businesses and a long list of fantastic brands (mostly British but some European, Japanese and American). I also work in television and radio, at live events, with several charities, local and national government, and several arts organisations. My work is endlessly varied, occasionally overwhelming, but always stimulating and challenging. Through it I get to work with many brilliant, hilarious, and often idiosyncratic humans of all ages.

			The work we do, and the places we do it in, play a very big role in our happiness. We spend more time working than doing anything else in life except sleeping, and some of us do a lot more of the former than the latter. Mixed in with the good parts, there is also a lot of hard or tedious and sometimes emotionally difficult stuff too. Some days it seems my job is only the hard stuff, but even on those days I still feel pride in my work. The work we do should be good for us, physically and mentally, it should allow us to enjoy a healthy life as well as our leisure time. The fun jobs, like running a business, or investment banking, or playing football, are the best rewarded. Many people today work for charities or social enterprises or in health and social care, jobs which are among the hardest, both physically and emotionally, yet are often the worst paid. This doesn’t make much sense to me.

			The happiest people I know are happy because of what they do, not what they own. In our clamour to grow the monetary wealth of our nation, most specifically the wealth of the very rich, we have forgotten that millions of people need something meaningful to do and that every single member of society, given the right education, can and should have some role to play. We all want to feel useful, we want to play our part, it’s simple human nature. Letting the markets decide, the now-universal mantra of our leaders, has landed millions in this country on the scrapheap. Jobs are important. They give us purpose, they make us feel valued, they can bring us closer to our neighbours and those in our local community; they create bonds, foster tolerance across races, religions and genders.

			No matter how we might shape society, not everyone will find happiness, but we would stand a much better chance if we all had the opportunity to find the thing we’re good at. And this means having the opportunity to enjoy an education that is fun, and which allows us to discover and develop our niche, whether that’s in science, the arts, sport, or making something with our hands. To get the sort of start in life that kids born into wealthy families enjoy. An education that gives all young people the confidence that they can contribute positively to our society, that prepares them for a life in which what they do will be valued. Everyone deserves a fair crack. I was lucky, I was born into a middle-class family who gave me the best start in life I could have asked for. I think almost all of us would feel happier if we thought everyone enjoyed the same fortune.

			And we’d stand a better chance of happiness if we knew that waiting for us when we finished our education was a job and a rewarding long-term career, not one hundreds of miles away in a big city where we know few people and can’t afford the rent, but one where we grew up, where our friends and family form part of an established and supportive community, where we feel at home.

			I count myself very lucky that on the whole I am healthy, happy and contented in life. I have been brought up not to want too much, to live within my means. I need money to pay my rent, and to buy the odd thing that can’t be fixed and needs replacing, or to pay for repairs I can’t do myself. But I don’t need a lot. My job makes me happy and I earn a reasonable amount; my average salary over the past twenty years has been around £50k a year, and I work hard for it. I enjoy the company of my colleagues, work gives me a purpose, and I feel proud of what I do every day because I know that what I’m doing is good, not just for me but for the wider community, and for nature and the planet. And there are the other things that make me happy: hot buttered toast, a board game with friends, growing the odd vegetable, an old chair, a darned jumper, a walk up a hill and a packed lunch and a cup of tea from a flask with a view across the mountaintops on a sunny day. None of these things cost the earth.

		

		
			Introduction

			For the first 300,000 years of our existence we lived quietly and harmoniously with nature, content to have just the few possessions we needed, a few items to decorate our homes and our persons. Every object we made we made to the very best of our ability, because we understood that only high-quality things would improve our lives. And we all worked – real, meaningful work, the work of finding and preparing food, agricultural work, the work of making. We used our skilled hands and our acquired knowledge together to solve the practical problems posed by the natural materials we made things from, to create objects that earned us the respect of our communities. Those communities were close knit, our families were close knit, we worked together, we endured together, we celebrated each part of the natural cycle together.

			Our natural curiosity about how things were made and how things worked allowed great advances in the quality of the everyday objects we surrounded ourselves with. Science and engineering took us forward, we followed it, and it improved our lives. We made things, we traded, we bought things. We owned just a few high-quality objects, made well, made (with the exception of some of the finery of the rich) locally, made with pride. The materials used were natural, their processing and forming done in harmony with nature, in a genuinely and perfectly sustainable manner. We all understood quality, we all cherished as valuable every object we possessed, we maintained and repaired those objects, every single thing we owned was passed on.

			Across all of early history there was a great deal of discussion and thinking amongst religious and moral philosophers on the subject of our happiness, both individual and collective. Society was run in ways which attempted at least to consider our emotional as well as our financial wellbeing. We were taught to live simply, with the fewest things, to avoid greed and to banish thoughts of envy which would destroy our satisfaction and contentment.

			Populations grew, and technology allowed us to both feed and clothe ourselves, and provide shelter for our swelling numbers, but still we lived in balance with nature, guided by its principles and cycles. We had access to land, and within our families and communities we could grow and make all that we needed, giving us freedom and self-reliance.

			But around three hundred years ago a new way of seeing the world grew up in the minds of men, a new way of viewing the wealth of individuals and nations. According to capitalism, if we simply made more, and made people want more, then we could accumulate greater wealth, and if we were able to keep growing this want, and this production, and this consumption for ever, to stretch it elastically, then those of us who had wealth could become infinitely more wealthy. Men and women ceased to be seen as living, feeling beings, they became simply units of labour and of consumption, to be utilised to grow the wealth of others. There were many who warned against it, but their objections were drowned out by others, many of them smart people who argued that this deliberately manipulated economic growth would bring great benefits to our society (and they were partly right), and many others who saw only their own enrichment.

			The process was initially somewhat slow and relatively benign. Some of the local owners and investors who characterised capitalism’s earliest form took pains to ensure the health and happiness of their workforce and their wider community, the benefits of the growing wealth flowing back into local economies and raising living standards for many. But as the capitalist economy grew it became impatient and greedy, its empathetic human face replaced by a disconnected, faceless global form whose only concern was the increase of profit and wealth.

			Spurred on by the pursuit of money, industry artificially and aggressively stoked our wants and desires, inflaming our envy, finding new and irresistible enticements to make us consume more. And the scientists and engineers were put to work to find ways, not to make things better, but to make them cheaper, and faster, so that want could be further increased, consumption grown. The quality of the everyday items we used began to fall, slowly at first, and then more rapidly, until in recent times thousands of years of knowledge and understanding in the making of good things was completely abandoned, so that everything we buy is now cheap and disposable.

			Business, with its great wealth, wielded great power, and its wishes came to take precedence over all others in society, trampling on the rights of those who did the work to enjoy a fair share of the spoils, trampling on our rights to enjoy the place we lived free from pollution and waste, and allowing the earth’s natural resources to be destroyed and consumed in the relentless quest for ever-growing profit and wealth. We are already one of the richest nations in the world, yet that wealth has done precisely nothing to increase our happiness. And despite this wealth, many working citizens now face a daily choice between heating their home and feeding their family. Yet still the priority of our political leaders is to keep big business growing, just as it has done for the past half century.

			The work of making, once fulfilling, rewarding and a source of personal and community pride, became meaningless and dispiriting. Humans were reduced to servants of the machines they had initially built to serve them. And then, when our machines could no longer make the profits the shareholders desired, they took their machines and their factories and moved them to places where people could be paid less to operate them, and millions of working men and women were thrown on the scrapheap. We meekly accepted that mass production, automation and offshoring was all in the name of economic progress. The proud, skilled, fulfilling work of making and doing that occupied almost all of us, work that shaped and gave purpose to our lives, was taken from us for the further enrichment of a wealthy few. We were told this would be good for us, for such wealth would ‘trickle down’. But after half a century most of us are still waiting for our trickle.

			—

			We have more of everything we might imagine would make us happy than even our relatively recent ancestors could ever have dreamed of. Thanks to modern agriculture we can eat whatever we like, whenever we like. Our supermarkets sell a dizzying array of produce, always fresh, and never out of season. At the tap of a few buttons on our phones we can have food from any country on the planet delivered to us, wherever we might happen to be, in a matter of minutes. We have inside toilets, hot showers, and our homes are warmed in winter. We have turned those homes from basic shelters into places to entertain friends and family, filled with labour-saving devices including machines to wash and dry our clothes and our dishes. Most now have a gigantic screen on which we can watch an almost limitless array of television and films, and with our voices we can instantly call up the entire back catalogue of almost every recorded musician in history. And all of this entertainment can be enjoyed wherever we are in the world, through our phones, so we need never be bored. We decorate and personalise our homes, fill them with great assortments of furniture and domestic objects in an array of colours and patterns, and have soft comfortable beds to sleep in and sofas to sit on, both of which we adorn with additional and needless cushions. Our walls are richly painted or papered, we burn candles for fun, and all of this bounty can be, and often is, changed with ease and relatively little expense according to our whims.

			We have more clothing than any generation before us. The wardrobes in our homes are filled to bursting with hundreds and in some cases thousands of garments. For some people a whole new outfit of clothes every week is normal. On average in the UK we have about ten times as many pieces of clothing as we did when I was born just fifty years ago, and I thought I had plenty then. We have so many clothes that we are unable to wear even half of them and we throw away enough each year to have clothed the entire planet just a generation ago. Between just half a dozen of the leading fast fashion brands we are offered a choice of almost ten thousand new things to buy every single day, which we can do with just a couple of taps of our finger. If we buy an item in bed at night it might arrive before we wake up, delivered to our home or workplace personally (in the case of the biggest fast fashion brand on the planet, from the other side of the world). We can wear it, photograph ourselves in it, then send it back. And if we are canny about how we do all of this it might cost us nothing. We have become so blasé about the genuine miracle of science and engineering that is the telephone in our pockets, an object that just forty years ago was something only imagined in science fiction, that we discard them every twelve months for the latest one, the promise of which is virtually unchanged from the one we had before.

			We have freedom; personal freedom to live where we wish, to live with whom we wish, to live as whoever we wish. We have the right and the means to express ourselves freely, we can broadcast our thoughts and feelings to the entire world through the phones in our pockets. If we feel injustice we can proclaim it and all can hear it if they choose. We can travel quickly and cheaply to almost anywhere on the planet. We enjoy all the things that in the past only the richest in society would have enjoyed, and more that they could not have imagined.

			But has all of this made us happy? Do we feel fulfilled and valued? Have we found lasting contentment? For the very great majority of us the answer is no.

			How do we build a healthier, more prosperous society? How do we raise our levels of individual happiness? We’re continually told that the answer lies in ever more economic growth, but we’ve had unparalleled economic growth for the past 50 years and very few of us feel better off, and a good many of us feel considerably worse off now than we did before. Wealth inequality is a global problem and it is getting worse at an alarming rate. The way our economy has been run over the past fifty years has only benefited the wealthiest in society. The average income, adjusted for inflation, of the bottom 90 per cent has been essentially stagnant for the past forty-two years.

			The US has the worst inequality, but in the UK, where we copy the US economic model, we’re a very close second. We measure inequality through what’s called the Gini coefficient, and in most countries it has been increasing steadily for the past thirty or so years. But in some countries, such as France and Norway, it has not. The global economy is the same for all of us, so why are the outcomes in some places different? As Nobel prize -winning economist Joseph Stiglitz puts it, ‘inequality is a choice’. Countries that pursued policies designed to reduce inequality have done just that and their overall economies have fared no better or worse than ours by the standard measures. It is perfectly possible to lower inequality and have a thriving economy. The statistics around wealth distribution are staggering. The poorest 50 per cent of the world’s population own just 2 per cent of total net wealth. The five richest families in the UK are wealthier than all of the bottom 20 per cent of the UK population combined, almost 13 million people.

			If ploughing on in the same old way isn’t the answer, then what is? We might start by looking at what actually makes us happy and content. If more and more cheap low-quality things is not the answer then maybe having less but better might be? Fewer things with more meaning, things we feel connected too, things we enjoy and cherish. And we might think again about the world of work. There is a short phrase in The Road to Nab End, William Woodruff’s story of growing up in a Lancashire textile town, which comes back to me often. ‘Work was everything.’ In our clamour for growth and profit, we’ve forgotten that work is far more important than just the money it brings in. Work was structure, it was community, it was personal fulfilment and personal and civic pride. My grandparents lived in Scotland’s textile region, and I have worked in manufacturing all my adult life, I’ve seen the jobs go and manufacturing towns crumble. It makes me sad and angry to see so much skill, knowledge and endeavour go to waste. We could choose to design an economy whose primary goal is to give every member of society a chance to enjoy a great education, a rewarding job and a decent career. We can all as individuals choose to spend our money in ways that does good for those people and things we most care about. And we can carve up the economic pie differently, give more of the financial benefit to the doers and makers, and less to the takers.

			In 2016 I launched a business called Community Clothing, which at its heart attempts to do just that. It supports and creates local jobs by making good clothes, which we sell at affordable prices, and in doing so helps rebuild supportive, integrated communities people can feel proud to belong to. I don’t know if it will succeed in the long term, but I’m happy to say that I’ve proven that our model works in principle. Every decision we take as a business is geared towards creating the maximum value, both economic and social, for the people living in the communities where our clothes are made. So far we’ve created well over a third of a million hours of work and we’ve barely got started.

			In 2022, Community Clothing was invited to be part of an exhibition at Harewood House, near Leeds, called Radical Acts. Putting people and good jobs first and doing everything we can to make the highest quality things shouldn't be radical. I hope that what we do might encourage others in our industry, and those in other, similar industries, to think and act differently. Perhaps in the not-too-distant future striving for an economy that works for the benefit and happiness of all might not seem quite like such a radical act.

		

		
			Part I

			Want

		

		
			1

			How We Went from Needing Very Little to Wanting Everything

			As recently as five hundred years ago most of us had nothing. But in a relatively short space of time we’ve gone from needing very little to wanting lots of everything.

			For several centuries now the apparatus of commerce has, in increasingly sophisticated ways, stoked our envy and our greed to make us want more. Once largely content, now we are dissatisfied. To live happily we need to understand the difference between what we want and what we need. What makes individuals happy, what makes happy societies, what even is happiness? These have been the difficult but crucial questions philosophers from Aristotle onwards have wrestled with. They were important questions to the early economists too, following Jeremy Bentham’s principle of ‘Utility’ which said that the success of an economy should be measured by the degree to which it promoted human happiness. But from the early twentieth century the focus of economic thinking shifted away from increasing happiness to increasing output, production and consumption. Humans were reduced to ‘factors of production’, and the single-minded pursuit of growth dominates economics to this day.

			Then, towards the end of the last century, scientists began once again to question the wisdom of this focus on consumption and growth to the exclusion of all else. Academics renewed their interest in our personal happiness, nations began to ask us directly if we were happy, and the results were startling. Most people, after what on paper had been half a century of unprecedented economic ‘success’ where the amount of money we earned, and of the things we owned, had grown to unprecedented levels, were no happier, and were in many cases less happy, than before.

			Those with a vested interest in growth had told us that money equalled happiness, but Richard Easterlin, a pioneer in the study of happiness in the 1970s, discovered that in fact increasing wealth was having no impact on our happiness at all. In the US, over the seventy-year period for which good data is available, people’s incomes have tripled but their happiness has actually diminished. Ruut Veenhoven, a Dutch sociologist, defines happiness as the degree to which an individual judges the overall quality of his or her life as being favourable. Happiness is a judgement based broadly on four major factors: first, our baseline disposition (how happy we are naturally); second, our circumstances; third, our aspirations; and fourth, most crucially, how we feel we’re doing compared with others. Our happiness is relative. When we evaluate our personal happiness we do so against a reference level, which in the case of money and material possessions is the people we interact with daily. Today, thanks to social media, we are endlessly exposed to the lives of luxury and leisure of the most privileged in society. Even if our personal income goes up, if everyone else’s goes up by more we feel less happy.

			What we want and what we have are also crucial to our perception of a good life. As people’s incomes grow they tend to have a great deal more, but the things they want tend to grow by at least the same amount. As incomes go up, happiness fails to increase because the scale of our unfulfilled wants remains the same, or even increases. As Ralph Waldo Emerson put it, ‘WANT is a growing giant whom the coat of HAVE was never large enough to cover.’ Or as Samuel Johnson said back in 1751: ‘every man is rich or poor according to the proportion between his desires and his enjoyments; any enlargement of wishes is therefore equally as destructive to happiness [as] the diminution of possessions’. Wanting more makes us as unhappy as having less. Karl Marx suggested the same thing: ‘A house may be large or small; as long as the neighbouring houses are likewise small it satisfies all social requirement for a residence. But let there arise next to the little house a palace and the little house shrinks to a Hut.’

			But if want of things makes us unhappy, what makes us happy? Richard Easterlin says that in fact many of the things that people enjoy most in life are simple, non-material things: socialising with friends and family, playing sport, reading books, taking walks, crafting, listening to music, all of which are largely free. After years of total dedication to his work, Charles Darwin reflected on his loss of interest in literature, music and art: ‘the loss of these tastes is a loss of happiness.’ What we need is less of the material things and more of life’s simple pleasures.

			Early History

			We know from the DNA of human-dwelling fleas that we’ve been wearing clothes since the latter part of the Palaeolithic period, between about 100,000 and 30,000 years ago, though no one seems quite sure. At that time humans had begun migrating to the cold and wet north, and some ingenious folks had looked at the pelt they’d just removed from the animal they were planning to eat and thought it might help them to stay warm and fend off the rain. They realised too that if these pieces of pelt could be joined together it would make for a snugger fit, so they whittled a needle out of bone and with a bit of gut or sinew for thread sewed them together. Hey presto, clothes were born.

			Several thousand years later, during the Neolithic period, we switched from being hunters and gatherers to an agricultural life, at first nomadic but later dwelling in fixed settlements, building more permanent dwellings and cultivating cereals for food. This permanent settlement saw the emergence in society of the haves and have-nots. Some people accumulated – through skill, cunning, luck or violence – livestock, goods, land and power, and by the end of the Bronze Age these fortunate few had developed laws to safeguard their acquired wealth. Clothes remained a practical necessity for most, but for the elite they became symbols of status and power. The wealthy acquired a taste for the finer things, for goods of a better, or simply different, quality to those available from their local markets, and so a trade in fine, richly coloured textiles and dyestuffs was established between India, Persia, China, Southeast Asia, and the advanced early Europeans in Greece and Rome. We know from tomb finds dating back 6,000 years that the wealthy of northeastern Africa were adorning themselves with semi-precious lapis lazuli from Afghanistan, over 4,000 kilometres away.

			Ordinary people had very few physical possessions, but even those with very little cherished some items for purely ornamental or sentimental reasons, like broken pots crudely fixed with leather, kept despite being no longer useful for carrying food or liquid. Little changed in what most people wore, and what they owned, from the end of the Iron Age, around 900 BC, right through to the start of the early modern period in around 1500 AD.

			Pre-Industrial Paucity

			By the end of the Middle Ages, about five hundred years ago, England’s rulers had grown wealthy, mostly from their land, while most ordinary folk owned almost nothing. Over 70 per cent of us in the UK worked the land, and at that time many enjoyed rights over the land they farmed and access to common grazing. Only three things mattered: food, clothing and shelter, and in all of those we had a sufficiency and no more. Those people who were employed by others, either as domestic staff or as field labourers, were fed and housed by their employers, but everyone else lived in impermanent shelters, simple single-storey dwellings mostly made of wood and earth, with no glass windows and no chimney. Homes had few or no comforts and most contained little beyond the practical: a wooden stool, maybe a wooden cot with a straw mat, perhaps with a simple covering, a few items of rudimentary cooking equipment such as an iron pot or skillet (a few homes had a simple bread oven), and some items of ‘treen’, simple wooden objects such as bowls and spoons. Many people ate what they could grow on their small plots of land, some grains to be eaten mashed, or milled to make flour and bread. Most of us had a cow, some a few sheep or poultry, or if you were doing well, a pig or two. Some households had the luxury of butter- or cheese-making equipment, others had the kit to brew cider or beer. But many people had no means of cooking at home at all and would instead buy cheap meals in the alehouses that existed in even the smallest villages, serving up a pot of beer, a pipe of tobacco, a pennyworth of eggs, some broth or meat, or re-baked bread and wizened cheese that it was commonly suggested would kill a horse.

			Within the local economy there was a significant amount of barter in goods and services. Communities would often work together to produce simple goods, especially cloth and basic clothing. What few things we bought came from travelling pedlars or market towns, but trips to market in rural areas often involved long journeys on foot. Most people owned just the clothes on their backs, one set of very rudimentary woollen, linen or hemp garments, and a pair of leather or felt shoes. In the UK around a fifth of households kept sheep, a similar proportion had wheels for spinning either wool or linen (seldom the same ones), and about one in ten families had a weaving loom. The work was spread about. One family might provide the wool, another might spin it, another weave it. A group of neighbours might get together to ‘full’ or finish the cloth, working it collectively and singing while they did so. Skilled seamstresses or tailors within the local community would transform that woven cloth into clothing. In the quiet periods in the agricultural calendar most people would pick up what other work they could, and for those least well off there was some assistance. ‘Poor Laws’ required every parish in England to keep a store of wool, hemp and flax that was issued to the unemployed who then spun and wove it, selling it back to the parish in return for money for rent.

			Entertainment in daily life was limited; fairs, held to celebrate saints’ days, the end of the harvests and other important dates within the community, were the highlight of the social calendar, offering the chance to get together with friends, get stuck into some ale, and wonder at new-fangled foods, clothes and other novel items. Most such events lasted from a few days to a week. People sang, exchanged gossip and were entertained by clowns, jugglers, puppet shows and performing animals. It is hard to know whether people were happy, because no one officially asked. Agricultural life came with certain anxieties – crop failure, the health of livestock – but besides the feelings of jealousy that another man had a tidier barn, or his cow might be a better milker, there was limited cause for envy. None of your immediate neighbours would have had much more or less than you, and the local nobility lived in a way very few genuinely imagined themselves emulating.

			In the early sixteenth century, if you had £20 worth of personal wealth, equivalent to about twenty cows, ten dozen sheep or a weaving loom, you were considered well off. Most people, labourers, husbandmen (farmers) and lower paid craftsmen such as shoemakers and weavers, had less than this, and in 1524 around 25 per cent of people owned nothing at all, literally not one single durable item, nor any land. But as the century progressed, improvements in the technology of making and the growth of specialisation allowed the prices of household items to fall, enabling ordinary people to accumulate a few more clothes; and because clothing was now a little finer, lighter and less durable, these items might be replaced a couple of times during their lifetime. Unlike today when our wills only mention the big valuable things like houses, and much of the huge quantity of things we own at our deaths are given to charity shops or simply binned, in the sixteenth century those who left wills carefully detailed every single possession, including food and every article of clothing. Everything was passed on. Almost no one died leaving any money at all.

			Most ordinary people bought no new clothes in their entire lifetime. It was common practice for wealthy families to provide clothing not only for family members but for domestic servants and any employed agricultural labourers, who received clothes, whether uniform or not, as part of their pay. All clothing was highly prized and any allowance in clothing was very carefully measured. Most was made new, but employers wasted no opportunity to pass off old clothing and shoes – a good pair of boots, a woollen coat or suit – to their workforce, typically of much better quality than the recipient would be used to. But all payments of this kind were meticulously calculated and monetary values deducted from wages. The Preindustrial Consumer in England and America notes that ‘Robert Gibson to have £3 wages, and an old hat, or else 3s in money whether he will’. At the time a good suit of wool clothes could cost £4 to £5, as much as a servant’s yearly wage – in some cases twice as much – and about the total cost of all the furnishings in a labourer’s cottage. There was no ready-to-wear clothing and commissioning the making of new cloth or clothing required down payments for services in advance, or good credit. Whilst it was not unknown for benevolent employers to provide the credit guarantee, for most ordinary citizens new clothes were well beyond their means.

			Sourcing clothing was a complicated business requiring considerable specialist knowledge. If the buyer were lucky enough to have good-quality craftspeople nearby they might commission cloth from them. Alternatively, finished cloth might be bought from the linen drapers and mercers that were now popping up in larger market towns, or from the travelling sellers, higglers, regraters and pedlars; many of these were poor women who provided a door-to-door service, with the cloth being made by growing numbers of specialist manufacturers that were becoming well established, notably in the North and Southwest.

			Some households might employ domestic servants with sewing skills, but the majority would engage specialist tailors, dressmakers and shoemakers who would live with the family whilst they made or repaired their clothes. Seventeenth-century diarist Nicholas Blundell records, ‘Catherine Fazakerley helped my wife to make some head cloths and she lodged here because she is to sew for my wife for some time.’ The accounts of a Sir Thomas Haggerston contain entries such as, ‘To a spinner woman for eight weeks spinning for my wife’, ‘to William Bell for 30 yards cloth weaving’, ‘to Robert Simmons for my wife’s cloth dying’ and ‘to an old Scotch woman for bleaching two webs cloth’. A man called Henry Best wrote a guidebook for his heirs containing among other things detailed advice on buying clothing: ‘Such linen cloth as here made in England and commonly called housewife cloth which cost 14D or 15D a yard and which our maid servants usually buy for holiday aprons and neck cloths’. A higher grade priced at two shillings was ‘used of gentle folks for shirts’. Linen from Scotland could also be had: ‘the worst sort of Scotch cloth is 18d a yard and the best sort of all two shillings 6d and eight groats a yard, it is spun by the lairds wife and much used here for handkerchiefs’. The finest linen however came from Holland, ‘spun by the nuns’, ‘strong cloth and much used by mens bands, gentlewomen’s handkerchiefs and half shirts etc’.

			The head of the household, whether employer or father, bore the primary responsibility for buying everything for family members, their entire staff and any hired labour. Wives would usually shop for food and some durables but had no legal control over money. Ordinary working people had no sovereignty over their consumption at all, though this began to change during the early seventeenth century, and by the end of that century most people received their wages entirely in cash.

			But as well as not having the means to buy things, we were told it was morally and religiously good to content ourselves with few material possessions. The rich didn’t go to heaven, earthly possessions were temporary, and just as we came into the world with nothing so we should leave it that way. Greed and envy, they preached, were mortal sins. And if all of that were not enough to discourage people from having much stuff, the authorities enacted laws specifying what different people could and could not buy. Throughout history the wealthy had worn fine clothing to set themselves apart from the common man and their silks, velvets, furs and jewels had always been beyond the means of ordinary folk, but the new merchant class now had the money to afford such finery, and the rich didn’t like it. Sumptuary laws (laws of consumption) were passed to stop those of lower rank dressing in the trappings of the nobility. Whilst those in charge of the treasury worried about the negative effects the import of foreign goods would have on our balance of trade, others were more concerned with the blurring of the social order, and some simply thought most people were too stupid to exercise good judgement. They concocted elaborate specifications as to what could and could not be worn at various socioeconomic levels; only the peerage could wear gold, silver, red or blue velvet. If you earned over £200 a year you could wear one thing, over £100 something else. Knights couldn’t wear pointy shoes (with a penalty of a 40p fine), wives and daughters couldn’t wear veils costing more than 12p, anyone below the gentry had to wear a cap instead of a hat on Sundays. Ninety per cent of the population had restrictions placed on what they could and couldn’t wear, but the application of these laws was patchy at best and predictably the only people prosecuted were the very poorest. The laws didn’t last long, partly because people were fed up with ridiculous arguments about who should be allowed to wear what hat, but more crucially because many of those making the laws were involved in the trade of such items and didn’t want their commercial interests harmed.

			As manufacturing became more specialised its organisation and equipment improved, as did the skills involved. Quality increased, and between the late sixteenth century and the early eighteenth the cost of most cloths fell by half or more, and the introduction in the eighteenth century of ready-made garments had a huge impact on both the cost and availability of clothes. Prior to 1700 you could buy ready-made small accessories like stockings, gloves, hankies and not much else, but the production of high volumes of military clothes for soldiers fighting the French wars of the 1690s created a system of ready-made clothing in standardised sizes, and when hostilities ceased the manufacturers of these goods transferred their attention to making civilian clobber.

			Unlike in France, where there was an enormous divide in income between peasant and aristocrat, in England thousands of closely spaced layers of society began to manifest themselves. The stratification made social mobility and social emulation possible at all levels of English society, and this would prove to be a significant factor in the huge growth in consumer spending. We started to accumulate a few more things in our homes. Linen tableware, books and clocks began to pop up in our wills, showing a modest growth in consumption, but for the time being this went no further than the newly affluent middle class.

			The Emergence of Consumerism

			In the 1750s a change to the way we thought about the economy, consumption, work and wealth took place that dramatically, and perhaps catastrophically, altered the course of human society. Until this time the wealthy had seen no financial benefit to themselves in ordinary people buying things. The dominant economic doctrine was ‘mercantilism’, where all that mattered was the gold in the country’s vaults, our ‘treasury’, and trade was thought of only in terms of the inflow or outflow of gold. Importing goods was bad because our gold flowed out to pay for them, exporting was good because other countries’ gold flowed in. Money and wealth were seen as zero-sum: if I gained then someone else lost, and vice versa. But a completely new school of economic thought was developing as people watched the effects of the rise in production and consumption during the early years of the Industrial Revolution. It became clear that money was not fixed but elastic; money could create more money. All of a sudden the wealthy began to think very differently about ordinary people buying stuff. In 1776 Scottish economist and philosopher Adam Smith wrote An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. It described in detail a new way of thinking about national economies in which the value of the economy was the value of all the goods and services that were traded within it, not the value of the gold in the vaults.

			Smith understood there to be two broad categories of people: those with just enough money to make ends meet, and those with money to spare. Smith called the spare money ‘Capital’. In the system he described, spare money is invested in materials, tools and labour to produce goods. Those goods are then sold for more than the amount you’ve paid to make them. You trouser the difference, the profit, and start again. Ordinary people were placed at the heart of the system in the role of consumers. In theory, the more you produced the more profit you could make, as long as people consumed it all, and the more capital you could accumulate. And in theory at least there were no limits. This radical new thinking had many opponents, but it was viewed by many, including Smith himself, as a positive enhancement to society. The thinking was that, whilst the rich would undoubtedly get richer, the rising tide of overall wealth would at the same time raise millions out of poverty.

			In the 1690s we had gone mad for cheap, colourful fabrics imported by the East India Company, and it was the fervour with which these cheap Indian calicoes and muslins were consumed that provided the first evidence of the elastic nature of markets. People’s basic desire to keep up with a fashion for bright printed cloth encouraged them to spend more. The spending generated money, which flowed back around allowing more spending in a continuously elastic cycle. Envy and vanity provided the stimulus to a complete rethinking of how economics worked. It became clear to those with wealth that here was a way to get wealthier, fast, and so a country that for a thousand years had followed the creed that thrift was the route to happiness, and where the wealthy had done their level best to prevent the lower classes from buying anything at all, suddenly got on board with the idea that buying lots of stuff was good.

			The idea was revolutionary. The prevailing moral orthodoxy had heavily disapproved of self-indulgence and vanity, and contemporary commentators discussed at length the social and moral implications that such a fundamental change might bring. Many feared what might be unleashed if the lower social ranks were given the wherewithal, and the moral freedom, to consume. But many saw only positives. Author on trade John Houghton wrote, ‘our high living so far from prejudicing the nation, it enriches it’. The idea of fashion as a propulsive force for the generation of wealth emerged. Fashion, stated English economist Nicholas Barbon, ‘occasions the expense of clothes before the old ones are worn out’, a concept completely radical to the
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