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Epigraphs

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

—SENECA




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




Earth provides enough to satisfy every man’s need, but not every man’s greed.

—MAHATMA GANDHI




A consumers’ society cannot possibly know how to take care of a world . . . the attitude of consumption spells ruin to everything it touches.

—HANNAH ARENDT




People are drowning in things. They don’t even know what they want them for. They are actually useless. You can’t make love to a Cadillac, though everyone appears to be trying to.

—JAMES BALDWIN




In a consumer society there are inevitably two kinds of slaves: the prisoners of addiction and the prisoners of envy.

—IVAN ILLICH




I encourage you all to go shopping more.

—GEORGE W. BUSH




Prologue

We Must Stop Shopping but We Can’t Stop Shopping



High noon in the Kalahari Desert of Namibia, in southwestern Africa. So hot that your lungs turn to leather with every breath. A scrubland that looks like it would cut you—prick you, catch in your clothes—spreads in every direction. Close by, but too far to want to walk to in this heat, is a scattering of thatch-roofed mud huts the same colour as the red-gold sand. Two decades into the twenty-first century, the scene is remarkable for the near absence of things: a couple of sunbeaten plastic chairs, faded clothing on a huddle of young hunters, a triangle of scrap metal that holds a battered teapot above low coals. A bow and a quiver of arrows leans in a doorless doorway.

An older hunter sits beneath a woebegone tree, its patch of shade so small that it can hardly hold two people without knocking their knees together. The hunter’s name is a difficult one for outsiders. He goes by Gǂkao, with the ǂ representing a hard, square sound made by popping the tongue off the ridge behind your front teeth. The result sounds something like “Gitkao,” and if it helps to think of him that way, he would surely forgive you. You can also think of him as having a trim grey goatee, a face lined more by laughter than worry, and the lean, muscled look of a long-distance runner.

“Right now, we are mainly eating bush food,” Gǂkao tells me. Once in a while, government officials come by with two large bags of cornmeal for each household. People here receive a little cash, too, either by way of government support or from making handicrafts that one or another person will carry nearly forty kilometres—on horseback or on foot—to sell in Tsumkwe, the one-street town that is the hub of the region. But this village, Den|ui (sounds a bit like Dengui), could not survive without hunting and foraging from the desert.

“I have noticed, in other villages, that some men don’t hunt and don’t even have hunting tools. When the sun rises they are just in their houses until sunset. But in this village, we continue and we will continue,” Gǂkao says. “If you come on hard times, if the honeymoon is over, you must be able to do things for yourself.”

Den|ui is not untouched by the modern world, of course. Gǂkao sits in a blue plastic chair; he is wearing clothes—including a shining, cowboy-style belt buckle—he bought at a second-hand clothing stall in Tsumkwe. (The fate of many clothing donations to Africa is to be sold by merchants or burned as waste, rather than given to people in need.) But Gǂkao’s dinner tonight will be kudu antelope meat stewed in wild vegetables. He doesn’t hunt with a gun. He has a bow made of foraged grewia wood that is strung with sinews taken from the spine of an antelope. He makes arrow shafts from the thick, hollow stems of tallgrass, and poisons his arrowheads with beetle larvae he dug out of the ground and crushed. His quiver is a tube of tough bark from the fat root of a false umbrella thorn tree, which he had dug up, cut and then roasted until he could remove its core with only a tap from his hand. Sometimes he makes a smaller quiver and a handful of unpoisoned arrows to sell to the area’s few tourists, but these are not skills he preserves for their value in the marketplace. They are the ways and means of his daily life.

Gǂkao will tell you that he is one of the Ju|’hoansi (sounds a bit like “Jukwansi”), which in his language means “True People.” Most outsiders, on the other hand, know them as the Bushmen of the Kalahari, or sometimes the San, having seen them and heard their unusual “click language” in National Geographic specials or the classic comedy The Gods Must Be Crazy. There’s a running debate about the historical baggage of these terms. But as James Suzman, a British anthropologist and writer who has spent much of his career with the Ju|’hoansi, puts it, “As far as they are concerned, the problem is not how others refer to them but rather how others treat them.”

In 1964, a Canadian anthropologist named Richard B. Lee, still in his twenties, began more than a year with the Ju|’hoansi, doing research that would later be lauded as among the most important in twentieth-century science. When Lee arrived in the Kalahari Desert, anthropologists, like outsiders in general, saw hunting and gathering as a desperate struggle to survive, a stage of development nearer to wild animals than to contemporary human beings.

Lee decided to test these assumptions empirically. He spent a month recording exactly how each person in the camp used their time, another month totting up the calories in everything the Ju|’hoansi ate, and so on. His findings showed that the hunter-gatherer lifestyle could, in fact, be a good one. By some measures, it might be better than life in industrialized nations.

To start with, the Ju|’hoansi didn’t work very hard. On average, they put in about thirty hours a week acquiring food and taking care of chores such as cooking and gathering firewood. At the time, a typical person in the “first affluent society”—America—was putting in thirty-one hours a week on the job, then going home to do their share of an average twenty-two hours per household on chores. More strikingly, the hardest-working person Lee observed, a man called ǂOma (sounds a bit like “Toma”), was logging thirty-two hours a week as a hunter—a far cry from the sixty-plus-hour workweeks that are not uncommon today. Then there was the fact that most seniors and people under twenty usually didn’t do any hunting or gathering at all.

Weren’t these hungry, malnourished people? Not at all, said Lee. The Ju|’hoansi were eating more than enough for people of their size and activity level. Besides hunted game, they ate a wide range of wild plant foods. When asked why they had never taken up agriculture, one of the Ju|’hoansi told Lee, “Why should we plant, when there are so many manketti nuts in the world?”

There were trade-offs to this life of relative ease. The most obvious—to the eye of one arriving, as Lee had, from the world of Beatlemania and the newly released Ford Mustang—was that the Ju|’hoansi had almost no stuff. Men owned a few articles of animal-hide clothing, blankets (temperatures can drop below freezing in the Kalahari), hunting equipment, and perhaps a simple, handmade musical instrument of some kind; women owned clothes, digging sticks, and a few pieces of jewellery made from wood, seeds and ostrich shells.

Measured by how long they have persisted, the Ju|’hoansi and related cultures in southern Africa are the world’s most successful examples of the hunting and gathering way of life. No one yet knows exactly where in Africa our own species, Homo sapiens, evolved. What is certain is that soon after that evolution, we were present in southern Africa, which is where the human family split in two. One group voyaged north, eventually becoming African farmers and European sailors and Chinese merchants and Silicon Valley venture capitalists. The other group, among them the ancestors of the Ju|’hoansi, stayed put. They spent the past 150,000 years figuring out the best possible way to live on their landscape.

Lee wasn’t the only one to report remarkable well-being where outsiders had never expected it; similar findings trickled in from around the globe. More than nine-tenths of our existence as a species had been spent as hunter-gatherers. Looking around themselves in the 1960s, Lee and other such researchers weren’t convinced that their own culture would be as durable: a nuclear arms race was underway, the world population was soaring, and the planetary environment was under siege. Scientists were increasingly concerned about something they called the “greenhouse effect,” which threatened to alter the climate. The anthropologists had the same sneaking feeling that many people do today: that somewhere in the drift of cultural evolution we had made a wrong turn, one that would lead, thousands of years later, to a world of robotic cat litter boxes and enamel-whitening toothbrushes and Storage Wars and all the rest of the surreal clutter of modern life.

When Lee reported his research at a conference in Chicago in 1966, another anthropologist, Marshall Sahlins, responded to the new findings. “This was, when you come to think of it, the original affluent society,” Sahlins said. There appeared to be two distinct paths that humans could take to meeting everyone’s wants and needs. The first was to produce much; the second was to want little. The Ju|’hoansi and other hunter-gatherer cultures had developed “affluence without abundance,” Sahlins said, a lifestyle with few needs, easily met from the landscape around them. (Henry David Thoreau was following in the Ju|’hoansi’s footsteps when he allegedly said, “I make myself rich by making my wants few.”) Noting that hunter-gatherers frequently accumulated less food and other materials than was readily available, Sahlins wondered aloud about “the inner meaning of running below capacity.” Might it be, he said, that such restraint made for a more fulfilling, contented life than endlessly chasing more money and possessions? The scientists agreed this would be a difficult question to answer, for the most brutal of reasons. “The time is rapidly approaching,” they recorded in the conference notes, “when there will be no hunters left to study.”

The hunter-gatherers themselves had other plans, and they endured despite relentless assaults on their lands and cultures. Den|ui, secluded by the desert at the end of a long, sandy track, is among the Ju|’hoan villages where the “hunting spirit” is still said to be strong. Gǂkao gives the immediate impression of having always been a hunter-gatherer, a holdout against the crush of globalized life. In fact, this does not turn out to be true. For a time, he served in the South African army. Later, he held a government job in Tsumkwe, earning money to spend in the shops. He has watched TV, driven in vehicles, eaten food imported from around the world, witnessed the arrival of the mobile phone. Always it seemed to him to be an uncertain, precarious, vulnerable way to live, almost entirely dependent on forces beyond one’s control.

Then he stopped. He chose to leave it behind.

“All the time I was thinking of going back to the old knowledge. It was always my dream,” Gǂkao says. “I came back to the village and I will stay forever, hunting.”



Is it possible that the rest of us, too, will one day choose to leave consumer culture behind? That we will explore the “inner meaning of running below capacity” instead of the harried busyness of the earn-and-spend cycle, the naked status competition of the age of social media and reality TV, the sheer planetary destructiveness of the system that provides us with our clothing, cars, gadgets and distractions? More and more people believe that a simpler life awaits us, if not through some great awakening then because civilization will collapse beneath its own weight. Gǂkao’s return to a life of few needs, and even fewer wants, illuminates both our hopes and fears about such an outcome: on the one hand, that our ancient human souls may be longing for simplicity, and on the other, that it’s a path straight back to the Stone Age.

The twenty-first century has brought a critical dilemma into sharp relief: we must stop shopping, and yet we can’t stop shopping. At the turn of this new millennium, according to the United Nations’ panel of experts on international resources, consumption quietly surpassed population as our greatest environmental challenge. When it comes to climate change, species extinction, water depletion, toxic pollution, deforestation and other crises, how much each one of us consumes now matters more than how many of us there are. The average person in a rich country consumes thirteen times as much as the average person in a poor one. In terms of environmental impact, that means that having a child in the United States or Canada, the United Kingdom or Western Europe, is equivalent to having thirteen children in a country like Bangladesh, Haiti or Zambia. Raising two children in a rich country is like having twenty-six kids in a poor one.

For decades now, we’ve witnessed a near-continuous increase in the consumption of every major natural resource, from oil to gemstones, from gravel to gold. We are using up the planet at a rate 1.7 times faster than it can regenerate. If everyone consumed like the average American, it would be five times faster. It’s like we’re spending all of our salary each year, then taking more than half again as much money out of the savings we’d planned to pass down to our children, and spending that too. At this rate, by 2050, resource use will have tripled in the twenty-first century alone.

Here and there we ban plastic bags or plastic straws; meanwhile, plastic production overall has been increasing by leaps and bounds, growing more than twice as quickly as the global economy. The clothes we buy today add up to an annual mass of apparel totalling fifty million tonnes—a falling asteroid that size would reduce any major city to rubble and trigger earthquakes around the world. In just the past twenty years, the number of garments purchased per person has increased by more than 60 percent, while the lifespan of those clothes has been cut nearly in half. Even if you harbour doubts about how accurately we can measure our voracious consumer appetites, it hardly matters. The numbers could be off the mark by a wide margin and we’d still face a planetary crisis.

In the US, people now collectively spend more than $250 billion each year on digital gadgets, $140 billion on personal care products, $75 billion on jewellery and watches, $60 billion on household appliances, $30 billion on luggage. Yet the stereotype of America as the world’s rogue shopping addict is no longer accurate, if it ever was. Several oil-rich countries—such as Qatar, Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates—exceed US consumption per person, and so does Luxembourg. The European Union’s shoppers together spend nearly as much as their counterparts in the United States, while Canadians closely rival Americans for the footprint their lifestyles leave on the planet. In China, two-thirds of the population now acknowledge that they own more clothes than they really require. Even the world’s poorest citizens buy, as a World Bank report puts it, “what they are willing to pay for—not what they ‘need.’” The globe’s 4.5 billon low-income people are an enormous consumer market, together spending more than five trillion US dollars each year.

Countertops are bigger, beds are bigger, closets have doubled in size. The technosphere—everything we build and make, our stuff—is now estimated to outweigh all living things on Earth. Spread evenly across the surface of the planet, our possessions would amount to a fifty-kilogram heap on every square metre. Picture, say, a pile composed of a small television, a pineapple, a two-slice toaster, a pair of shoes, a concrete block, a car tire, a year’s supply of cheese for the average American, and a pet chihuahua.

We haven’t even begun to talk about what we throw away. The annual output of garbage in the United States and Canada, loaded into trucks, could circle the equator twelve times. Americans used to toss out far more stuff than Europeans, but nations like Germany and the Netherlands have caught up; an average household in France throws away four times as much waste as it did in 1970. About a fifth of our food ends up in the garbage worldwide, and, remarkably, this is a problem in poorer countries as well as richer ones. Dogs and cats used to help us dispose of leftover food. Today they have their own consumer goods, from beds to toys to clothing to “pet tech” products—a market worth more than $16 billion in the US alone. Our pets produce their own trash.

We have responded to all of the above not by reducing our consumption, but by attempting to “green” it. The focus, globally, has been to replace gasoline-burning cars with electric ones, to recharge our phones with energy derived from the wind and sun instead of coal. Organic food, nontoxic paint, reused computers, energy-efficient televisions and water-saving dishwashers are now widely available.

The environmental harms linked to the goods and services we enjoy would be much worse without these advances. Yet the greening of consumerism has yet to result in an absolute decrease in material consumption in any region of the world. As Joyce Msuya, then the head of the UN Environment Programme, put it in 2019, “At no point in time nor at any level of income has our demand for natural resources wavered.” In fact, since the year 2000, the efficiency with which we use those resources has decreased overall, while the pace at which we extract them has accelerated.

Yes, there are some hopeful signs. Over the past two decades, as the world witnessed an explosion of natural resource exploitation, the richest countries were responsible for only a small fraction of that increase: with the help of green technology, the planet’s wealthiest shoppers really are treading more lightly. Yet they still do by far the greatest damage per person, because they remain the world’s heaviest consumers and the rate at which they consume continues to rise. Nothing we have done to green our consumer appetite has been able to keep pace with how quickly that appetite is growing, to the point that the unwavering dedication to greening has become peculiar if not absurd. If we wish to lessen the harms caused by consumption, why not consider . . . consuming less?

The case is made most starkly by our attempts to reduce the carbon dioxide pollution that is heating up the climate. A concerted international effort, billions of dollars in green technology, and an impressive upswing in the supply of renewable energy has yet to reduce the amount of carbon entering Earth’s atmosphere for even a single year. Every gain has been lost or neutralized by the growth of global consumption. So far in recorded history, the only times that global greenhouse gas emissions have actually declined have come amid major economic downturns—in other words, when the world stops shopping. During the Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns in the first months of 2020, as the doors closed on consumer culture, carbon pollution in most nations fell by one-fifth to one-quarter; countries lagging years behind on their emissions-reduction goals were suddenly years ahead of schedule. It didn’t last, of course. (China broke a new record for emissions just one month after the global economy began to return to “normal.”) But the speed and scale at which stopping shopping fights climate change was impossible to ignore.

Yet we can’t stop shopping. Another core teaching of the twenty-first century so far is that it is our civic duty to buy, buy, buy. Nine days after the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington, DC, in 2001, George W. Bush addressed the US Congress in a speech heard around the world. He asked people to be giving, calm, tolerant, patient. Then he said, “I ask your continued participation and confidence in the American economy.” It’s remembered as the moment that Bush told a wounded nation to “go shopping.” Forget the fact that he didn’t say those words. The implication that buying fresh linens or redecorating your home was a helpful response to a dawning age of terror made such an impression that two words the president had not said—yet—are as famous as anything he did say.

Bush’s speech was shocking because we have harboured doubts about consumption throughout most of human history. Moral leaders representing every major religion and political stripe—to the voices in the opening pages of this book could be added Confucius, Benjamin Franklin, Henry David Thoreau, Betty Friedan, Aldous Huxley, Martin Luther King, John Maynard Keynes, Margaret Atwood, Chuck D and many more—have admonished us to be less materialistic, less in the thrall of consumer culture. Even Adam Smith, the eighteenth-century Scottish economist often called the father of capitalism, made the case that materialism was not a virtue but a vice. He excoriated the “lover of toys” who, “in the wantonness of plenty,” pursued “trinkets and baubles, fitter to be the play-things of children than the serious pursuits of men.” Buying fewer things has always been what we ought to be doing, even if few of us actually did.

Those who warn against consumerism have made two main arguments. The first is that a love for money and things indulges the lesser angels of our nature, such as greed, vanity, envy and wastefulness. The second is that every moment you spend thinking about money and things is a moment that could have been spent making a greater contribution to the human community through service, the pursuit of knowledge or the life of the spirit.

Two additional charges against consumer culture began to arouse widespread alarm about fifty years ago. One—captured in the meme “Live simply, so that others might simply live”—is that consuming more than your share amounts to enriching yourself by impoverishing others. The call to reduce this “overconsumption” took on still greater urgency as we awoke to the fact that we were toppling ancient forests to make toilet paper, strangling seagulls with discarded plastic six-pack rings, damming mighty rivers to produce electricity that we used to watch reruns on TV, and, above all else, burning so much fossil fuel that we were throwing the climate into chaos.

After 9/11, however, our long historical unease about consumerism seemed to evaporate. The attack cost the United States at least sixty billion dollars and more than half a million jobs, with most of the damage done not by the terrorists, but by a sudden loss of enthusiasm for shopping in America and around the world. From there, it was only a small step to the conclusion that not-shopping was itself a clear and present danger. As Bush said at the time, “You are with us, or you are with the terrorists.”

Bush’s speeches changed the way we talked about consumption. It became routine for world leaders to bluntly ask us to get out and shop any time the consumer frenzy slipped below a fevered pitch—as if shopping was less a choice than a necessity. (Bush finally did tell Americans to “go shopping” in 2006, as the economy began to give hints of the coming Great Recession.) When the coronavirus pandemic in 2020 triggered the sharpest decline in consumer spending ever recorded, commentators were soon debating how many deaths might be acceptable to keep the economy “open.” By then, the idea that shopping is not just a pastime or a distraction, but the only thing standing between us and the fall of civilization, was perfectly ordinary to our ears.

It also played out before our eyes: shuttered shopping districts, empty airports, boarded-up restaurants, millions of people out of work or facing bankruptcy. Equally undeniable during the Covid-19 lockdowns, though, were the shockingly blue skies over Los Angeles and London, the fresh air in Beijing and Delhi, and the steepest drop in greenhouse gas pollution ever recorded. When sea turtles and crocodiles took over tropical beaches normally invaded by mass tourism, when the vibration of the planet measurably stilled in the absence of our usual rumpus, it raised pointed questions about the costs of business as usual.

It turned out that our older anxieties about consumption have never really gone away. Do we buy and consume as a paltry substitute for something missing in our lives? Does our immersion in stuff distract us from ideas, feelings and relationships that matter more? These thoughts took on new salience as, for a time, people filled the void left behind by the absence of shopping with creative expression, social connection and self-reflection. Millions felt for themselves what a decade’s worth of happiness research has been saying: that in the richer nations, and increasingly around the world, the earning and spending we do is no longer adding much—if any—joy to our lives. (As a friend wrote to me from quarantine, “Once you stop for a while, you don’t miss it much.”) Certainly the issue of the fair distribution of the planet’s resources wasn’t resolved, as billionaires self-isolated on mega-yachts while others, impoverished overnight through no fault of their own, joined traffic jams for groceries being handed out by charities.

If we slow our consumption, it plainly does have serious consequences for the economy. At the same time, it may not be possible to halt global warming, at least on the urgent timescale that is necessary, without doing exactly that. And climate change is just one on a list of ills, all of them exacerbated by consumer culture, that even cautious experts say could lead to political upheaval or large-scale loss of life.

We must stop shopping but we can’t stop shopping: the consumer dilemma has become, quite simply, the question of whether we can sustain human life on Earth.



Suppose that we suddenly listened to all of those voices through history that have asked us to live with less. One day the world stops shopping.

That is the thought experiment I’ve undertaken in this book. It began when I confronted the consumer dilemma for myself. Like many people today, I’d taken to contemplating how my own consumption contributes to climate change, the destruction of forests, plastic pollution in the oceans, and the many other ecological crises that are making our world uninhabitable. I knew I could choose to reduce my consumption. (When I was younger, I once gave spare change to a panhandler, who took one look at my shoes—duck-billed open at the toes to reveal my stockinged feet—and handed the money back. “You look like you need it,” he said.) But how could I stop shopping, when I also believed that if everyone else did the same, it really would lay waste to the global economy? To see if there was a way out of this quandary, I thought, I would need to play out the scenario to its end.

I start at the beginning: What happens in the first hours and days of a world that stops shopping? How do we parse our wants and needs? Whose life changes the most and whose the least? Does the earth begin to heal, and if so, how quickly? From there, I explore the economic collapse that seems inevitable—and also discover how, even in catastrophe, we begin to adapt. Unlike every other such crash in memory, this experiment of mine doesn’t end with the world marching dutifully back to the malls. Instead, as the first day without shopping stretches into weeks and months, we change the way we make things, organize our lives around new priorities, find different business models for a global culture that has lost its desire to consume. Finally, I look at where this evolution could lead us over decades or even millennia, from a deeper drift into virtual reality to a planet resurgent with nature to a life more simple, perhaps, than we ever thought to seek.

What does it actually mean to “stop shopping”? Sometimes we say we’re “doing the shopping,” which usually means we’re heading out to buy basic necessities, such as food, detergent, school supplies and—of course—toilet paper. At other times we say, “Let’s go shopping,” which often means we are on the hunt for goods that we don’t really need at all. Most of us today live in societies in which social and economic life is organized mainly around consumption: we are consumers. In everyday conversation, however, a “consumer” is often only that person whose favourite pastime is blowing money on clothes, toys, baubles, holidays, fancy food or all of the above. And “consumer culture” is the daily barrage of ads, sales, trends, fast food, fast fashion, distraction and gadgets-of-the-moment that rains down on us, and our preoccupation with all of it.

For the sake of this thought experiment, I wanted to keep it simple: on the day the world stops shopping, global consumer spending drops by 25 percent. To some, that number will seem conservative, given the enormity of the consumer appetite, from Black Friday shopping riots to mighty rivers that endlessly float plastic water bottles to the sea. Indeed, at a global scale, reducing consumption by one-quarter would only turn back the clock to the spending levels of about a decade ago. On the other hand, when I started writing this book, the idea that global consumption could drop by 25 percent sounded like the wildest of speculations—a fantasy so outlandish that many people I hoped to speak to refused even to entertain it.

Then, of course, it happened. A novel coronavirus appeared in China, and in a matter of weeks our collective patterns of earning and spending, of shopping, travelling and dining out at an epic scale, abruptly faltered. In the United States, household spending dropped almost 20 percent across two months; the hardest-hit industries, such as tourism, sank four times as far. In China, retail sales fell by at least one-fifth. In Europe—where personal consumption in many countries tumbled by nearly a third—$450 billion, usually spent on shopping, instead piled up in banks. Suddenly, the idea that consumption might drop by 25 percent on the day the world stops shopping seemed like a reasonable premise: modest enough to be possible, dramatic enough to be earth-shattering.

To call this book a thought experiment is not to say it is science fiction. Maybe you could think of it as a bit of imaginative reporting: it explores a scenario that isn’t real by looking to people, places and times that most certainly are. Throughout history up to the present day, multitudes, sometimes including whole nations, have drastically slowed their consumption. Often the cause was a terrible shock: war, recession, disaster. But there have also been popular movements against materialism, moments of widespread doubt about consumer culture, whole epochs in which weekly sabbaths from commerce were strictly observed. Scholars have pondered the phenomenon of not-shopping, plugged it into computer models, examined it from outer space. They have observed its effects on whales, our moods, the planetary atmosphere. There are entrepreneurs and activists, too, who are designing products, businesses and new ways of life for a world that might one day buy less. From the Kalahari Desert to Finland, from Ecuador to Japan to the United States, I found countercurrents to consumer culture flowing, whispering of other ways we could live. They also flow, I would wager, through most of us.

When I set out to write this book, I had no notion of what I might find. Nothing more, perhaps, than a scattershot of competing visions for how to move past the consumer dilemma, or no way out at all. But as I delved into examples across space and time, I could see that, wherever and whenever humanity has stopped shopping, recurring themes emerge, a pattern that hints at what a world that stops shopping might look like and how it could function. From these shadows past and present, I could sketch a future.

It just might be possible to stop shopping. If so, what remains are more personal questions. Do we want to? Would life really be worse—or better?




I

First Days




1.

What We Give Up and What We Hang On To



Among the first to realize that the world has stopped shopping is an army of effortlessly cool young people feeling anxious about their job security. They are the global tribe of clothing retail clerks, and they have failed—catastrophically—to meet their daily sales goals.

There are, for example, nearly three thousand Levi Strauss & Co. shops across a geography quiz of countries from Azerbaijan to Moldova to Zambia, selling the company’s famous blue jeans. In nearly every one of these places, the number of people who bought something, the number of items purchased per shopper, the number of shoppers, period—all have dropped precipitously. It isn’t that no one on Earth needed a new pair of jeans that day, but the vast majority did not. Most of us already have a pair, or three, or fifty.

At day’s end, nervous shop managers report the situation to alarmed district managers, who forward the news to unhappy regional directors, who place calls to corporate vice presidents. No more than eighteen hours after it began, a data alert from the day the world stops shopping is on the desks of Levi’s three global-region presidents, in Brussels, Singapore, and a surprisingly human-scale brick building tucked between Telegraph Hill and the waterfront in San Francisco, California.

Paul Dillinger, vice president of global product innovation at Levi’s, is one of the few who could say that he saw it coming. It is part of Dillinger’s job, from an office cluttered with fabric samples in the San Francisco headquarters, to contemplate apocalyptic scenarios. “Doom as a design brief,” as he put it. When Cape Town, South Africa, announced in 2017 that it might run out of water, Dillinger saw an opportunity to observe what a future of resource scarcity might look like. He had an idea for a fashion statement: a denim jacket with specially designed pockets, one for a water bottle and another for a handgun.

Dillinger is not, as you will have deduced, your typical corporate veep. When I joined him in a Levi’s meeting room to spin out how the day the world stops shopping would unfold in a multinational apparel company, he was dressed in a black hoodie, black sneakers, and a black watch cap that pinned down the out-turned ears that he has in common with his great uncle John Dillinger, the notorious Depression-era bank robber. He was also wearing Levi’s, of course, which, in order to conserve the world’s water, he had not washed in several years. (He freshens them with spritzes of vodka.) Quick-thinking and just the right amount of awkward, Dillinger is the adult version of the home-schooled prodigy who mastered the piano in between studying Marx for Beginners and Capitalism for Beginners.

The World Resources Institute has labelled consumption “the new elephant in the boardroom”—a problem too large to be mentioned by the corporations that sell us the stuff we buy. They fear a “Ratner moment.” Twenty years ago, a British jeweller named Gerald Ratner achieved infamy when he said that the secret to his shops’ ability to sell a cut-glass sherry decanter, six glasses and a serving tray for just a few pounds sterling was that they were “total crap.” Forced by an outraged public to leave the company, he lost an eight-hundred-thousand-dollar salary and became legendary as “Mr. Crapner” (though he has since become a successful jeweller again). It was a sharp reminder to other businesses that, in a consumer culture, you must never admit that what you’re selling may not be worth buying.

Dillinger, then, is a rarity. He has been known to publicly declare that the apparel industry is “propped up on unnecessary consumption.” The greatest threat to Levi’s, he said, was not that people would stop buying apparel, but rather the opposite: that the endlessly growing appetite for trousers and shirts and dresses and jackets would one day run up against the planet’s finite capacity to supply the water, petroleum and cotton needed to make them. Years before the coronavirus outbreak, Dillinger had played out in his mind what might happen if an especially severe recession or global pandemic caused demand for clothing to crash. He concluded that sales would inevitably bounce back to normal, then continue to climb ever higher.

That doesn’t happen on the day the world stops shopping, of course. Instead, the appetite for consumption itself disappears—and it doesn’t come back. “Stop shopping for a week, and it would be a market event,” Dillinger said. “No shopping for a month, and this industry falls apart.”



The most telltale point about stopping shopping is that we hardly ever do it. On those rare occasions when we do, we immediately face the ancient and troublesome question of needs versus wants—what to keep buying and what to give up.

In recent years, historians and anthropologists have tried to draw a clear line in history to mark when humans first became consumers. It has proved impossible. The psychological foundation of consumer culture is materialism, or a set of values and beliefs that centre on the importance of wealth, possessions and social status—it is the strength of a person’s materialism that predicts, more than any other quality, how much of a consumer they will be. Most of us think of a materialist as someone whose obsession with money, self-image and things is extreme: a greedy, shallow show-off. In fact, all of us are materialists to some extent. The reason materialism has been useful in the course of human evolution is that it pushes us to meet our material needs and maintain our standing in the community. It is an essential part of being human.

Traces of every behaviour that we associate with materialism can be found far back in time. At least 1.5 million years ago, long before our own species, Homo sapiens, evolved, our forebears were adding touches of style to tools like hand axes, hinting at consumer choice and self-expression through our belongings. Hunting and gathering peoples who had almost no possessions might still jealously compare their possessions to those of others. The Maya, who began their rise in Central America some four thousand years ago, formed powerful attachments to their goods and infused them with meaning, even to the extent of recognizing them as having conscious will of their own. (In one foundational Maya story, mistreated belongings—cooking pots, tortilla griddles, dogs and turkeys, even houses—rise up against the first human beings.) Nearly five hundred years ago, in the richest trade regions of China, shiyang—the “look of the moment”—was already changing regularly, even in villages.

Istanbul, Turkey, had more than ten thousand shops and stalls by the early seventeenth century. Ordinary British households were filling with pottery, mirrors, clocks, utensils and separate sets of tableware for special meals even before the mass production of the Industrial Revolution made these things more affordable. In the 1800s, anticipating Amazon.com by two centuries, a shopper with money to spend in Zanzibar or Tahiti could flip through a catalogue and place an order for worldwide shipping. By the First World War, Europeans looking to buy an object as basic as a chair had thousands of designs to choose from. Advertising surrounds and even tracks us today, yet the amount of money spent on marketing as a percentage of the US economy peaked a hundred years ago during the Roaring Twenties.

We didn’t become consumers, history seems to say—we are consumers. Our economic lives have been disrupted by forces ranging from plagues to world wars to colonialism, but most of us, in every corner of the globe, have gradually accumulated more stuff.

The thought that human beings have always consumed offers some relief from the sense that there is something aberrant about how we consume today. It also ignores gaping differences in scale. That hunter-gatherers and today’s shoppers share threads of consumer psychology doesn’t mean we are all in this together. Beginning in the United States at the end of the Second World War, household spending in the wealthier countries began to rise rapidly. From 1965 onward, it absolutely shot for the stars. The surge in shopping coincided with what some call the “great acceleration,” a full-tilt jump-up in the world’s population, overall wealth, urbanization, resource exploitation and pollution. Only then did a popular understanding emerge that a “consumer society” was spreading around the globe, one in which we are first and foremost consumers, earning money and spending it.

The first real test of this new enthusiasm came in 1973, when Mideast oil producers, unhappy with American policy in their region, imposed an embargo on the United States, causing one of the sharpest shocks a major economy has sustained in modern times. In a televised address, Richard Nixon linked the oil crunch in part to American consumerism. “We are running out of energy today because our economy has grown enormously and because in prosperity what were once considered luxuries are now considered necessities,” the president said. When Jimmy Carter took office in 1977, the embargo was over but oil supplies remained tight. In an image that came to define the era, Carter donned a beige cardigan, sat in front of a wood fire, and asked Americans to make “modest sacrifices” and “learn to live thriftily.” Later, he made a more damning statement. “Too many of us now tend to worship self-indulgence and consumption. Human identity is no longer defined by what one does, but by what one owns.”

Americans didn’t only have presidents from the left and right of the political spectrum asking them to stop shopping. The 1970s had kicked off with twenty million people participating in the first Earth Day, led by a rising environmental movement that—aghast at the waste produced by consumer culture, which polluted rivers so badly they caught on fire, turned rain into acid, and littered the nation’s highways—called for a simpler way of life. During the energy crisis, the public debated what to sacrifice in order to make America less dependent on foreign oil. Should Christmas lights be banned? Should government officials be forbidden from driving limousines? Should the Indianapolis 500 car race be discontinued? (It wasn’t, but the Daytona 500 was temporarily reduced to 450 miles.)

“It’s the first time that you have this invoking of the need to cut back, which is a radical shift to the American mentality,” Princeton historian Meg Jacobs, who studies the 1970s oil crises, told me.

Americans responded by increasing household spending throughout the decade. Reflecting on this unshakeable dedication to consumption, former energy secretary James Schlesinger said, “Remember, we are talking about the habits of the American people. Moralists may find these habits reprehensible, but the public finds them satisfying.”



In 2009, American consumers—who had kept shopping through the Second World War and the Vietnam War, through the social upheaval of the 1960s, through oil shocks and the rise of environmentalism, and through eleven other recessions—finally put down their wallets. The Great Recession was the first time since the Great Depression, seventy-one years earlier, that the total amount Americans spent on consumption actually declined. The people of many other nations also bought less. It created a modern portrait of how we divide between needs and wants, unclouded by a catastrophe like a war or pandemic.

Economists discovered long ago that there are things that we plainly do not require for our basic survival that we nonetheless treat as essential. Typical examples are small pleasures (or addictions) like coffee and alcohol; others, like electricity and gasoline, feel fundamental to the times that we live in. Called “necessity goods,” they are sometimes described as the last things people will give up buying.

As a classic advertisement for the huge four-wheel-drive Hummer said, “Need is a very subjective word.” In a consumer culture, what we consume is essential to how we express our values and identity to others; our belongings constantly signal both that we are a part of the wider social order and that we stand apart from it as unique individuals. These signals are a language that, whether consciously or not, those of us who live in consumer societies speak with remarkable fluency—so much so that we notice it most when the message is overly obvious: the meek man with the oversized truck; the nouveau riche home cluttered with gilded statues.

The idea that we are consumer zombies, buying what advertisements command us to buy, has been debunked. Consider the mysterious—but not at all uncommon—phenomenon of the shopper who goes to the mall and comes home empty-handed. Suppose we want a pair of blue jeans. In jeans, we know we will fit in (on any given day, by anthropologist Daniel Miller’s estimate, half the people on Earth are wearing them), and they’re comfortable, durable and generally affordable. But there is so much more that we want our jeans to tell the world about us: whether we prefer hip-hop or country music, lean toward rebellion or conformity, work with our hands or our head, and so on. “The shopper has a quite extraordinarily precise idea of themselves in relation to the vast array of consumer goods,” Miller wrote in his book Consumption and Its Consequences. If we can’t find a pair that does enough for us, we might—despite ads on our phones, influencers on social media, and hundreds of available styles—buy no pair of jeans at all.

Saying that anything can be a need is not the same as saying that everything is one. Yes, collectible porcelain dolls, shoes specifically designed for exploring canyons, or daily trips to McDonald’s could, for any given person, be something they would continue to pony up for until life became truly desperate. During the Great Recession, however, patterns in the US—a nation with fine-grained household spending statistics—showed that when the going gets tough, Americans do divide needs from wants in broadly similar ways.

What did they give up first? The community of Elkhart, Indiana, offers one clear answer. The Recreational Vehicle Capital of the World, also known as Trailer Town, produces as many as four-fifths of made-in-America RVs—motorhomes, caravans, campers, land yachts, ships of the open road. This fact has long made Elkhart an early warning system for any tremor in consumer confidence. In the 1973 energy crunch, for example, people stopped buying RVs “like somebody shut off a switch,” one manufacturing executive said. Four months later, as the crisis eased, “nobody could build them fast enough.” The Great Recession began in Elkhart more than a year early—at one point, recreational vehicle sales dropped 80 percent in a single week. When it comes to stopping shopping, motorhomes are the first to go.

(As an aside that proves the point that what is dispensable in one case may be indispensable in another, sales of RVs and camperized “vanlife” vans, often costing a hundred thousand dollars or more, soared during the coronavirus pandemic among those who wanted to travel while avoiding shared spaces like restaurants, hotels and planes.)

Alongside recreational vehicles as the most expendable purchases in the Great Recession were all-terrain vehicles. Next in line were sport utility vehicles and pickup trucks, which declined in sales by nearly a third, followed closely by “pleasure aircraft,” motorcycles and recreational boats. Then came cars. Americans spent 25 percent less on them. These seem intuitive—big-ticket purchases that most people can hang on to for a few more years before truly needing something new. Next on the chopping block were carpets.

After that we start into more everyday items. Americans cut back by 15 to 20 percent on jewellery, flowers and house plants, musical instruments and furniture, and by 10 to 15 percent on textbooks, major household appliances like refrigerators and washing machines, courier services, airfares, tools and hardware, watches, sports equipment (including guns, which, again, were in high demand during the pandemic), cookware and tableware. “Yep, yep, yep,” said Alan Zell, a commercial real estate agent with decades of experience in Phoenix, Arizona, as he remembered the boarded-up stores. “Those are the extra expense items that you might not need to buy.”

Some goods and services—land-line telephones, camera film, video rental stores—were already trending downward, and the recession gave them the final shove into the dustbin of history. Yet it would be inaccurate to say that people cut costs across the board: the Great Recession had widely shared necessity goods as well. Television sales soared as people traded up to the newer, bigger flat-screen models. The amount we spent on cell phones, personal computers, digital gadgets and internet access all climbed through every year of the downturn. Spending on restaurant meals declined, but only by 6 percent; in many countries, dining out is no longer an extravagance but an essential part of contemporary life. Nail parlours, with their promise of affordable luxury, held their own, though Zell marked the seriousness of the Great Recession in part by the fact that they suffered at all. “Usually, they are an unaffected type of business. It just seems that they roll along.”

A decade after it ended, in Phoenix the recession was still visible from the air: dotted around the adobe-coloured city, like tissue paper on shaving cuts, were the blank squares of empty big-box stores. Phoenix lost thirteen linen stores alone, split between the big-box plazas and the malls. Yet Phoenicians quickly forgot what used to fill the abandoned spaces. Circuit City, Linens ’n Things, Kmart—stripped of their brands, the buildings all look the same, their paint paling under the Sonoran Desert sun. They were symbols of what Americans decided they could live without.

A recession, though, even a great one, offers only a rough sketch of the end of shopping. In a typical economic downturn, many people don’t buy fewer things, only cheaper things; richer people continue to spend freely on their wants, while the poorest cut back even on basic needs. Overall in the Great Recession, household spending by Americans dropped by only 3.5 percent—hardly the end of consumerism.

The day the world stops shopping would be different. While the things we cut back on would likely track the Great Recession, the magnitude of the drop in spending would more closely mirror the global coronavirus shutdown. Even it had necessity goods, many of them the kinds of products we might also turn to in a sharp turn away from consumer culture: bicycles, bread-making lames, gardening gloves. Reduce global consumerism by one-quarter, though, and there’s no avoiding the fact that humanity is buying less of nearly everything.



About forty-eight hours after the world stops shopping, Dillinger said, the entire clothing and fashion industry would be abuzz with speculation about the sudden collapse in consumer confidence. That’s when the shock wave would ripple out in new directions, affecting tens of millions of people.

The apparel trade as a whole is valued at $1.3 trillion. If Fashion Nation was an actual country, it would have the world’s fifteenth-largest economy and employ a global workforce roughly equal to the population of the United States. The cotton industry alone provides wages to 250 million people in eighty countries, or about 3 percent of the world’s population. Levi’s uses less than 1 percent of the cotton produced each year, but that still means that cutting Levi’s sales in half—clothing tends to be harder hit than consumption as a whole when shopping drops—results in lost income for roughly 1,250,000 people worldwide, including in the United States, which is the world’s third-largest cotton producer.

In a typical year, Levi’s buys fabric from cotton mills in sixteen countries, including the major manufacturing centres you know from your clothing labels—China, India, Bangladesh—but also reaching as far as Bahrain, Lesotho and Nicaragua. Add in the factories that dye, sew and otherwise make Levi’s products, and the supplier list totals more than five hundred, many with thousands of employees. The message that Levi’s planned to dramatically cut back production would trickle down to real companies that are owned by and employ real people, firms like Splendid Chance International, based in Phnom Penh, Cambodia; Sleepy’s, in Guadalajara, Mexico; and Keep It Here Inc., in Commerce, California.

“How quickly can that message get to the zipper maker and the cotton mill?” said Dillinger. “How quickly can the mill get it to the people they’re procuring cotton from? And those cotton people are getting the cotton from a field somewhere. The field is going to be the last to know, and it was probably already planted, right?”

Ironically, the fast-fashion clothiers that constantly spin out cheap new styles would respond more nimbly than traditional firms. Some fast-fashion labels can design a garment, manufacture it and put it on sale in a matter of weeks; they can stop the cycle just as quickly. For slower-churn companies like Levi’s, it would
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