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For where your treasure is,
there will your heart be also
Matthew 6:21
—


Savour no more than ’tis good that you recall
Geoffrey Chaucer, translated by A S Kline
—


Losing things doesn’t just mean losing . . .
when we lose things, we gain things too
Taylor Swift, New York University, 2022





PROLOGUE
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If you could save just one thing from a fire, what would it be?


What do you really value the most: your wedding dress, or the last pictures of your parents? A family heirloom or your watch? Your laptop or your passport? What one object is so central to who you are that you couldn’t live without it?


I wish I had been offered the choice.





INTRODUCTION
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I had just got home when my parents called me into the kitchen and gestured for me to sit down at the table.


I was in my mid-20s and had just gone through a bad breakup, and while I worked out what to do next I was living out of a few suitcases at my parents’ house. It was not just me in limbo: my stuff was, too. All of it – furniture, sentimental stuff, books – was packed up in a storage unit. Or, at least, it had been.


My mother sat down at the table across from me, drew in an awkward breath and shut her eyes for a moment, as if to shield herself from the situation. ‘Darling, I’ve got some . . . some quite bad news. There’s been a fire. On New Year’s Eve, that storage unit, well . . . everything’s gone.’


I looked at her, unable to fully understand what she was saying. My father had lingered further back in the room, but as I turned to him he walked over and laid a hand on my shoulder. I looked again at each of their inscrutable faces, and then started to laugh. ‘OK, very funny, you almost got me!’ I said. ‘You can stop it now.’


The corners of my mother’s lips rose up in a smile that could have been, then fell again.


‘No, love, it’s not a joke’, she said, and slid her phone across the table. The screen showed a story on BBC News, with a headline reading: ‘Croydon self-storage destroyed in blaze’. I looked at the picture, and yes, that was it.


When I had taken my things there it had been a modern and impersonal warehouse building. At first look, there was something a little severe about it, with its chilly corridors and harsh, white lights. But inside the units it was quite different. When the doors opened, they revealed the wondrous mystery of other lives. From just a few glimpses you could weave together a story: I wondered if the man packing away the watercolours and brown furniture had cleared out his mother’s house; maybe the young couple storing the cheap wardrobe were about to move abroad.


But the pictures in the news article were very different. The building, a trove of a thousand people’s treasures, was now nothing more than a few blackened trunks of steel.


Panic crept up my body, first deadening the sensations in my legs, then tightening my chest, before reaching up to clutch my throat until my head felt light and woozy. My life in suitcases was built on the fragile hope that that storage unit contained: that one day I would leave my parents’ house again, one day I wouldn’t feel so heartbroken, one day things would return to normal. It felt like the rug had been pulled out from under my feet again and again and again.


I curled my hand tightly around the phone. I had to stop myself from throwing it to the floor.


Without saying anything else, I went upstairs to my temporary room and laid down – on the single bed I had had as a child, not my adult double, which was now a pile of ashes.


Every time I tried to calm down, another item I had lost popped into my head and tears started pricking again. Every single memento, every reminder of the past that I had ever owned was gone. I had also lost all the practical stuff that I desperately needed: a table, a set of knives and forks, an ironing board. There was also a third category of things that I didn’t exactly need, but I really, really liked. The thick blanket I snuggled under on the sofa, the candlesticks I got out when guests came round. All of it, gone.


I called three friends that night. The first comforted me. The second was silent, unsure what to say. The third hyperventilated with me, at first sure that it was a joke and then sure that it wasn’t.


The next day, I opened my wardrobe and saw a brown moving box marked ‘RANDOM’. Before locking up the storage unit, it had caught my eye and I had pulled it out: I didn’t know what was inside, but thought it might contain my passport or something else I would need in the coming months.


But I found the passport in my handbag, and given that I couldn’t even remember what was in the box I had never had reason to open it. But, after hearing the news, it looked different. It was now the only survivor, a one-of-a-kind antique. With desperate hope for what was inside, I fetched a pair of scissors to cut open the tape across the top.


But I couldn’t do it. Yes, if I opened the box I would find out what I still had, but I would also find out exactly what I had lost. If I kept the box sealed, I could stay in a liminal place where I might have photo albums from my childhood. I might have some postcards from friends, or letters from family. I could pretend that the box contained anything I wanted it to.


I left the box in the wardrobe and shut the door. That was a task for another day.


The pain changed and shifted over the following weeks and months. No one had died, but it almost felt like I was grieving.


One day, I was sitting at my desk at work when I suddenly thought about my coffee table. A few years before, I had hosted a dinner party where a dripping glass of red wine left a ring on its pale pine surface. There was something about that image – the homely familiarity of it, the cosy imperfection – that felt like it could rip my chest in two. I dashed to the toilets and barred myself in a cubicle so I could cry in peace.


The strength of this heartbreak surprised me. It seemed rational to be upset about losing the most precious things that reminded me of the past, but a table with a ring on it? I couldn’t work out why exactly I felt so sentimental about it, especially when I had been annoyed about the stain at the time.


One evening that spring I was getting ready for a friend’s birthday party. I wiggled my way into a tight black dress, and went to put on a pair of long silver earrings that I saved for special occasions. I rooted through the suitcases of clothes that I was living out of but I couldn’t find them. And then I remembered: they had been in that damn storage container. That fire had even taken my nice earrings. This flash of anger was a new stage of grief. Everything felt so unfair. I had been building myself a nest with my things and it had been snatched away from me without my consent.


The things I mourned were so specific that no one else really understood why losing them hurt so much. When I got to the birthday party that night, I tried to vent to a friend about the lost earrings. She made sympathetic noises but clearly didn’t understand how upset I was. I tried to row back a little, and hastily added, ‘Obviously, no one died or anything, so I guess I’m lucky.’ It felt like I was upset over something frivolous. Of course, I didn’t need the earrings for my life to go on, but it’s not like we only buy things we need, is it?


Occasionally, dark humour helped me to crawl out of the well. To start, there was the fact that the place had burned down on New Year’s Eve. ‘New year, new me!’ I would joke, tears still in my eyes. I went round offering my spring cleaning services to friends, telling them that I had found a very fast, yet very thorough, method to clear out stuff.


And also, I wondered if there was something fitting about the fact that the fire had happened a few months after my ex and I had broken up. Everything we had shared had gone up in smoke, literally! The past – cremated! Was I ready to let go of it all? Absolutely not. But it felt like fate, now, had forced me into getting over it.


It was clear that the stuff I had collected meant much more to me than its strict functionality. I was grieving for the loss of everything that came with it: security, memory, identity, home. Without it I was a snail without my shell.


The only people who truly understood were those who were victims of the same fire. We formed a group on social media and used it to talk to each other about the things we had lost.


I cried reading about people who had lost the only copies of photographs of their late parents. I exchanged messages with a man who understood how untethering it was to lose all my books – he had lost a collection of first editions of his favourite author that he had carefully built up over the years.


I spoke to a couple, Demetria and Johannes, about how the fire had robbed them of their careers. Demetria had lost the racks of clothes she’d made over the years as a fashion designer; Johannes lost equipment he’d built up over years as a film composer. And they couldn’t have found out in a worse way: on New Year’s Eve, they were hosting a party for friends who had flown in from Brazil when they heard about it on the news. Demetria cried that night, and every night for the next three weeks, about their losses. Even now, the pair are careful about looking at photos from their holidays in case they see something that was destroyed. It’s just too painful.


For Demetria, losing her stuff was such a great shock that she has been forced to leave her designing career behind. ‘It kind of took something away from it’, she told me. ‘I can’t find my inspiration any more.’


Some people grieved for the stuff that helped them remember the past and feel connected to it. Others felt like they had lost things that were important for their sense of identity, and how they showed it to the world. A few people talked about a weird sense of lightness, or possibly insignificance, of going about your life owning so little. And many people were simply reeling from the financial damage of losing the things they needed to make a living.


It was only through something extreme happening to me that I could see how confused and conflicted my feelings about my possessions were. And I’m not the only one. In the Western world, we seem to love and hate our stuff: we buy vast quantities of it, but much of it goes unused and ends up in landfill shortly after. In the US, stuff abounds to such an extent that the average American throws 81lbs (36.74kg) of clothing into landfill every year – equivalent to around 262 T-shirts.1 Our excesses start early in life, too: a decade ago, it was estimated that the average British child regularly plays with just 5 per cent of their toys, with the other 95 per cent going largely unused.2


Stuff can also do strange things to our minds, warping our behaviour in unpleasant ways. A website called Black Friday Death Count has totted up 17 deaths and 125 injuries that have happened since 2006 in shopping centres on the day after Thanksgiving. The headlines that go with the numbers are truly something to behold. ‘Shirtless man uses belt as a whip outside Vancouver Black Friday sale’ in 2016; and, five years earlier, ‘Girl trampled in Black Friday Wal-Mart rush’.3


And while sometimes we can get into actual fights over stuff, other times we are indifferent to it. A survey in the UK asked adults to list what they got for Christmas last year, and almost half couldn’t remember a single thing they had received.4


Now that I owned almost nothing, I started to think about where all my stuff had come from in the first place. It felt as if collecting stuff in a regimented way, based around life milestones, was the default thing to do. When you start school, you buy a backpack. When you get married, you buy a dress. And on your birthday each year, you get a load of new stuff just to celebrate the fact that you’re still here. I had never consciously chosen to amass so much – I was just doing the same thing as everyone else.


*


When I was in my early 20s, I fell in love with a man who seemed charming, fun and kind. You could tell that he was a few years older than me because he had collected much more stuff than I had, the depth of his possessions showing his age like rings on a tree. When we moved in together we merged our stuff together, then went shopping to fill in the gaps.


I felt so grown-up as we brought everything home and unpacked it. I lit the tea lights, folded the towels, and made tea with the new kettle. It comforted me to know that we had cupboards full of all the things you’re meant to have: spare duvets, Christmas decorations, the manual explaining how the TV worked. Looking at it all made me feel at peace, like we had built a proper home together.


But less than two years later I was unpacking those cupboards and dividing the crockery into two piles. After unfaithfulness and a year of rows, our relationship was over.


In the living room, I picked up the cushions from the sofa. When we’d bought them, I’d imagined us plumping them up around us as we watched films on winter nights, and yet here I was, squashing them down and shoving them into a box. It was shameful, like I’d failed the stuff itself – it had been bought for a life of romantic bliss that I had not been able to achieve. It reminded me of Beauty and the Beast : the animated crockery mopes around the empty house, sad that without jolly dinner parties it can’t fulfil its purpose. When you buy something you make an implicit promise. You are pledging to yourself, and to everyone else who lives on this planet of scant resources, that you will use it. But I was not doing that; I had not held up my end of the bargain.


My parents helped to ferry my belongings to a storage container in south London. I kept a few suitcases of clothes with me, but everything else went in, including dozens of boxes and a home’s worth of furniture. After a full day of packing and sorting, locking up the storage unit and driving home with just a few suitcases felt freeing. It felt a bit like I was on holiday; I could relax without the weight of my real life.


But less than two months later it was all gone.


In this book we are going to unpick the thoughts and behaviours around our possessions, steadily pulling on the thread and seeing what comes undone. Each chapter is themed around an object that I lost in the fire, and this becomes the jumping-off point for exploring a different lesson I have since learned about stuff.


We all have a relationship to our stuff that is both unique to us and similar to that of many others, so throughout the book we will hear both from researchers who can explain common behavioural patterns and from individuals who have a distinctive approach to owning things.


We will start by looking at how dopamine can cause us to feel a thrill when shopping. We’ll look at how we can use stuff as a distraction, and how companies exploit this weakness to get us to buy their products.


Then we’ll assess the role of status: why people splash cash on cars or use stuff in subtle ways to mark their place in society, and how having the right things can be a form of communication. We will look at why keeping up with the Joneses is not necessarily a silly thing to do but is in fact something bred into us for social cohesion and protection.


The next chapter will consider the role of clothes and other decorative items as forms of self-expression. We will look at how these can both help mark us out as individuals and allow us to fit in with the group.


After that, we will examine scarcity and how our minds go haywire when things are in short supply. We will look at how the idea of limited resources influences our buying behaviour, whether it’s for diamonds or for Coca-Cola.


Next we will look at how collecting affects the mind. By considering examples of healthy and unhealthy behaviours we will see how collecting is about so much more than the things you buy.


We will then look at the ways in which memory works, and why our stuff can be so crucial for it. We will learn about how owning something for a long time warps our ability to judge its value, and the psychological effects that make it so hard to get rid of some of our oldest belongings. We will look at how to improve our memories without using stuff, before considering the effect of nostalgia on the mind. I hope that along the way you will be able to sift through some of your things, and the memories that go along with them, and see if there are any that you can let go of.


At this point we’ll try to come up with a list of the things that we genuinely need. I will propose simple guidelines that can help us to properly recognize the difference between wants and needs, and show how advertising has led us to confuse the two.


As we get to the end, we’ll think about another type of need: our urge for beautiful things. We will turn to philosophy and science to try to work out what beauty is, and why it’s so important.


Finally, to end on a positive note, we will discover the science-backed ways that allow you to truly buy happiness. It’s not a matter of shopping in the right places but of rethinking the role of money in our lives – and what it can really do.


Good luck.





LESSON 1


SHOPPING WILL NEVER SATISFY YOU
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I spent my early adulthood in a state of near-constant distraction.


In the morning, I would listen to the radio as I got ready, then put my earphones in the minute I left the house to walk to the station. When I sat down on the train I paused the music while I read a book, then pressed play again as soon as I got to my stop. All day at work I was stressed and busy, then afterwards I would turn on music for the journey to meet friends or on my wanderings around the shops. On the weekends I had five or six social plans, sometimes spending just an hour at one before going to the next. If I was doing laundry, I would do it with the TV on loud in the next room.


I felt restless, nearly all the time. It was like I was always trying to be somewhere else, but I wasn’t exactly sure where that was.


*


The urge for noise, stimulation, conversation and distraction was strongest when I was at home alone. It felt like the air had been stripped of its usual padding – the boiling of a kettle or the closing of a drawer that showed there was another life in the house – and without it, my mind rattled around in the cold, hard silence.


It was always worse when I was feeling generally unhappy. If I had had a fight with my boyfriend before leaving for work in the morning, I would spend the day frantically texting friends to see if anyone was free for a drink that evening. If it turned 6pm and I still had no plans I would initiate my emergency back-up: shopping. I would wander up and down Regent Street in London, stroking cashmere scarves and trying on dresses. I spent so many evenings there that I knew the shops’ individual little routines – the way that the music was switched off ten minutes before they closed, or how after a certain time the doors would stop opening automatically and you had to ask an assistant to slide them open manually.


Sometimes I bought things, but not always. I was there primarily to have somewhere brightly lit and noisy to go for a few hours. I wanted to be surrounded by people; I wanted to look at some shiny, new things for a minute; I wanted to be distracted.


When I was alone at home I did something similar. I would watch television in brief glances when I looked up from my phone, where I would be scrolling through some shopping website or another. Often I would sit on my sofa, looking at other people’s living rooms on social media – I was trying to work out what I needed to buy to make my home feel that welcoming.


One of those accounts pointed me towards an email subscription service, which promised to send me highlights of shopping websites. In bored moments at work, or worried moments at home, I opened the emails, often clicking through to buy whatever it was they had recommended to me. I was on a low starting salary in journalism but instead of that stopping me I just turned to the cheapest items available.


I liked each thing individually, but abhorred the overall impression it created. It felt ephemeral; the rose-gold plant pots had arrived yesterday and would be out of style by tomorrow. These things were visitors in my home, never permanent residents. I replaced the cheap fairy lights every year.


The impermanence of what I bought contrasted with the endurance of the hand-me-downs I’d been given. I had a warm brown 1960s coffee table from my grandparents that my dad could remember from his childhood. On top of it I put some hollow, coloured glass candle holders that I had seen on Instagram.


Sometimes we shop thinking about what will benefit us over the next few decades. At other times, all we consider is the next five minutes.


***


You have probably heard of dopamine, although what you have heard might not be accurate. The word is commonly used in the phrase ‘dopamine rush’ to describe the pleasure people get from scrolling social media, for example, or eating junk food. That’s not an entirely correct use of the term, as I learned in several conversations with Professor Ciara McCabe, a neuroscientist at the University of Reading in the UK who researches how the brain’s dopamine system works.


Dopamine does definitely make you feel good, she says, and can even cause something as strong as euphoria. But it doesn’t do this just whenever something good happens – it is in fact more closely linked to the anticipation of reward. That thrill, that jolt of pleasure you feel before doing something is dopamine.


But dopamine does more than just make us feel good. It works on several circuits in the brain simultaneously, including networks that control learning and memory and those that control movement.


You can see how crucial the chemical is when considering people who don’t get enough of it, including those with Parkinson’s disease – a condition caused by the death or degradation of cells that produce dopamine. Usually, we think of the disease in terms of its physical symptoms, particularly tremors or lack of balance. But there are many psychological and neurological effects too, including low mood, anhedonia, difficulties making or sticking with plans or rules, attention deficits, and trouble learning new things. At present there is no cure for the disease, but a principal treatment involves drugs that increase dopamine levels. One side effect of these is increased impulsivity – patients doing things that will give them instant, short-lasting pleasure. Parkinson’s UK lists a few new behaviours to watch out for in people who have recently started taking the drugs, including binge eating, gambling addiction, hoarding and excessive shopping.1


Professor McCabe explains why dopamine would have such far-reaching effects. She gives an example of one of our ancestors, wandering across the landscape searching for food. When she unexpectedly stumbled across a tree full of fruit, she would have felt a rush of dopaminergic joy (we were much more easily pleased back then). But this joy is not particularly useful if it doesn’t also get us to repeat our actions in the future, and again find that tree full of fruit. In 2004, researchers in Seattle showed the importance of dopamine to learning by testing how well mice that were bred to be dopamine-deficient could learn the escape route in a swimming task.2 With low levels of dopamine, these mice showed ‘no evidence of learning’ compared to the control group, meaning that they would struggle as much on their second or third attempts at the task as they did on their first. Despite trying it several times, they seemed to take little or nothing in. However, their learning ability seemed to improve when they were treated with l-dopa, an amino acid that is converted into dopamine in the body.


Just as dopamine helps us to learn, it also begins to shape our habits. If we have learned that a certain tree bears fruit then we will habitually go there to check on it. If we have learned that our social media apps give us the satisfaction of invitations or sweet messages from friends, then we will routinely open them and scroll through. And if we know that, through internet shopping, we sometimes find clothes that fit perfectly then we will browse our favourite sites in order to make ourselves feel good.


These habits are not necessarily unhelpful and can be used to good purpose, says Professor McCabe, who owns two cocker spaniels. She and her husband have trained them using their dopamine systems – the dogs were given treats when they went to the toilet outside, and now do so out of habit. But despite being pretty well trained, they are not completely perfect. One of our calls is briefly paused while Professor McCabe wrestles the remote control out of the mouth of Willow, the younger dog, who has learned that every time she puts the remote in her mouth she gets a treat as a bribe to make her drop it.


Over time, we stop thinking about these habits and how we’ve acquired them. Our brains also get used to the reward that they bring and stop releasing as much dopamine, meaning we enjoy the rewards less. We just carry on out of habit.


SHOPPING


Katie Hart has a job title that sounds either very interesting or a little bit sinister. She is a ‘neuromarketing specialist’, meaning that she helps companies make convincing adverts by looking at the effect they have on their customers’ brains. Through the use of a brain-scanning headset and a pair of eye-tracking glasses, Hart can work out what our subconscious minds really think about a product.


One of the most common mistakes that marketers make is thinking that adverts should appeal to our rational minds, she says. Simply telling customers that a product is objectively the best in one way or another – that it’s the ‘biggest, quickest or the cheapest’ – doesn’t work. To get their attention, you’ve got to make a customer feel something, says Hart.


The most effective way of doing this is to create an ‘emotional lift’ by going on a journey through the advert, starting with a negative and ending with a positive. The negative opening grabs our attention by making us worried, then the positivity at the end feels like a reward for our minds, she says. If used correctly, these adverts can make us want things we’ve never wanted before.


When Hart has someone strapped into a headset, there are six markers she is looking for in their brain that will help her to inform clients how well their adverts are working. The first is excitement, a measure of general physical arousal that could be positive, like butterflies in the stomach, or negative, like feeling anxious. The second is engagement, or how much brain power someone is expending in concentration. Next is focus, which is whether your attention is drifting around or stuck to one thing. Then it’s relaxation – too much is not good, as it means an ad will go in one ear and out the other. The fifth metric is stress, which assesses how comfortable you feel watching something. And lastly, there is aversion: is it thumbs up, or thumbs down?


Each client wants customers to feel different levels of these emotions depending on what they’re selling, says Hart. A company selling bath salts is probably looking for a low score on stress compared to a firm marketing boot camp fitness classes. But the brain activity shown on one of these scans is a brilliantly accurate predictor of whether or not we will eventually buy the product, says Hart, and much better than if you simply ask someone what they will do, which engages their rational, not emotional, brain.


But no matter how good the advert is, marketing can’t make you want literally anything: the best it can do is make you want something that is on the periphery of an existing desire. For example, no advert will convince me to buy football boots, but I could be steadily persuaded into considering a better tennis racquet (the one I have came from the lost and found box at my local community club). Similarly, it is best to use aspiration incrementally, says Hart, and be realistic. Trying to make me buy a new blender by showing me a celebrity using it in her enormous, perfectly decorated kitchen in LA won’t work as well as an advert with a slightly prettier than average woman who lives in a moderately nicer flat than I do in London. A celebrity’s life feels hopelessly out of reach to me, but that other girl’s doesn’t – I could be a bit like that if I put more effort into my appearance and earned more money. ‘We’re not into subliminal brainwashing type stuff, it’s got to be products that are interesting and meaningful and pertinent to you’, says Hart.


The more you think about our desires for material possessions, the less they seem to make sense. Logically, getting what you want should satisfy you. If you’ve wanted a fancy set of pyjamas for a while, then once you buy them your level of desire should cool down a little. But that doesn’t always happen. When you have the satin pyjamas you wanted that desire can actually increase – once you feel the sheen against your skin everything else starts to seem different. Your fleece slippers might have seemed comfortable before but now they look worn; you used to love your cosy bed sheets, but now they look faded. If you’re now the kind of person who looks chic even when sleeping, then those old things aren’t good enough for you any more. Buying the new thing was akin to climbing a hill – you are still looking at the same landscape but from a different point.


This is called the Diderot effect – the idea that buying one thing makes you want a whole load of other new things. It got its name from an 18th-century French philosopher called Denis Diderot who wrote about the idea in an essay called ‘Regrets for my Old Dressing Gown, or A warning to those who have more taste than fortune’. He writes about how his ‘old robe was one with the other rags that surrounded me’, while with the new one ‘all is now discordant’. He goes on to describe how the unleashing of dissatisfactions and desires that the new dressing gown brought sent him into a spiral of debt and caused him much stress.


Maybe you aren’t a French philosopher and therefore can’t imagine getting so emotional about a dressing gown that you ruin your life over it. But there is another version of the effect too: new things seem to require other things to go with them. If you buy a laptop, a whole range of new wants are opened up to you – laptop covers, an additional keypad, a stand to raise it to eye level. If you buy a new dress for your birthday, it’s tempting to get the shoes and earrings to match.


Wanting is an emotion that attaches itself to the most convenient thing it can find. Once you’ve bought that new thing, the wanting will simply swing around and find something else to latch on to.


*


Something I find remarkable about our current shopping culture is how normal it seems when it is anything but. Every autumn I find myself having the same conversation with someone, where after commenting on the darker evenings or nippy mornings, they say that they need to buy clothes for the new season. Before the fire I would just nod my head in silent agreement, but more recently I’ve started to question that response. The way in which we buy new things in the rich and modern world is deeply abnormal, and wildly different from how the vast majority of people who have ever existed have lived.


To see things differently, we can compare ourselves with people living in other countries. The US, as so often, is a complete outlier, with people buying an average of 53 new pieces of clothing a year.3 If everyone around you shops like that, if every time you see a character on a TV show they’re wearing something new, if sales assistants always tell you to treat yourself, then it might seem normal. But even compared to similar countries this is very odd – in the UK, people on average buy 33 new pieces of clothing a year.4


We could also compare ourselves with people not from other places but from other times. To estimate the belongings that people had in the past, we can look at inventories taken after death for the purposes of a will. (It should be noted how different even this is from our current way of living – my clothes are mostly so crappy that no one would want to inherit them after I die, and yet are so numerous that making a list of them would be nearly impossible.)


An inventory of the belongings of Mary Cooley, a nurse-midwife from York County, Virginia, who died in 1778, has been recorded as part of the Colonial Williamsburg online library collection.5 She owned ten gowns, six petticoats, thirteen aprons, fifteen caps and nine shifts, perhaps with some other older clothing that was considered not worth listing.


And even Cooley owned a lot of clothes, if we compare her to people who lived longer ago. In 1631, a widow was recorded as receiving a clothing allowance of ‘one pair of shoes and a chemise every two years and a dress of coarse cloth every three’, while in the 18th century, a demographer observed how the French peasant is typically ‘badly dressed’ in ‘rags which cover his nudity’ and ‘are poor protection against the harshness of the seasons’. However bad this situation is, it’s noted that at least the clothes are ‘less deplorable than in the past’.6


This is the remarkable strength of the dopamine effect. What we want isn’t static: it’s a frequently changing thing that is influenced by our circumstances and context. It’s so strong that it dupes us into believing that our desires couldn’t be any other way – that it is in fact logical to want what we want, that our feelings are objective truth.


I have a friend who treats shopping in a very strange way. She goes shopping at least once a week and gets parcel after parcel delivered to her door, but she keeps almost none of it. ‘I just love the thrill of buying something’, she told me once. ‘It doesn’t matter if I take it all back afterwards, I still got that thrill of trying on something new.’


She didn’t need to learn about the science of dopamine – she instinctively knew that the biggest rush of shopping joy comes right at the beginning, when you rip open the package that’s just been delivered. So shouldn’t we all be acting like her and buying and returning things all the time, to get the thrill with none of the consequences?


Unfortunately, while it might not be immediately obvious, buying and returning stuff has a huge environmental cost. Even if we ignore the toll of actually manufacturing the things, the buying and returning itself has an impact. When you order online, the typical courier delivery emits 181g of CO2 per item for each journey,7 which could be multiplied many times if, like me, you’re never home when your parcels are delivered and they have to attempt the drop off several times.


The bad news continues once the company has received your return. When you order clothes online, they always come perfectly folded, packed in sealed pouches, and smelling faintly of plastic. But when you return things, do you post them back in this condition? Of course not, and it would be impossible to, given that you had to rip the packets open to get to the clothes, which now smell of your perfume.


Sadly, that means that a lot of stock is simply discarded on return, as it is not in good enough condition to resell. Optoro, a ‘reverse logistics company’ (i.e. it handles returns) estimates that 2.3 million tonnes of returns end up in landfill every year in the US.8 Recently, I spoke to an American woman who said that some US companies had gone a step further. She had recently ordered a blanket that wasn’t right when it arrived. She asked the company for a returns label, but they suggested something else. Instead of paying for extra shipping, processing and disposal themselves, they got her to do it for them. They asked her to throw the blanket in her own bin, then send them a picture. Her money was swiftly paid back.


FLEEING BOREDOM


Often, shopping can be a brief escape from boredom, or a distraction from unpleasant feelings. We might not be desperately unhappy but simply feeling the nagging sense of restlessness that comes when we spend too long without having fun.


In 2019 some Swedish researchers decided to research the phenomenon of how people impulse shop when they’re bored.9 Instead of doing a quantitative study by gathering data and analysing it numerically, they decided to collect qualitative information by interviewing young Swedes and asking open-ended questions about their shopping habits and feelings around it.


The participants said a lot of things which felt . . . relatable. ‘Boredom, I felt bored. I probably just felt that it would be fun with something new. It would improve my situation right now’, said 24-year-old Emelie. Several of them gave accounts of how they online shop, revealing their private habits in a way that feels confessional. A man called Niklas said that he often does it late at night, in that odd in-the-middle time between turning off the TV and going to bed. A woman called Ida recalled late-night shopping too, sitting at her mother’s kitchen table alone at 1.30am. Searching for something to entertain her, she opened her emails and found a voucher for a 40 per cent discount on curtains. Some participants said that they spent up to three hours a day browsing shopping sites to relieve boredom.


The authors of the paper noted how the participants spoke about how the emotions driving them made shopping feel like a ‘“must have” craving rather than a utility need’. They were on the ‘hunt for joy’, and the actual thing they bought at the end was just one of several rewards from the experience.


Some people are aware of this, and are taking drastic steps to reduce it. Sometime around 2018, the concept of ‘dopamine fasting’ started taking off – the idea that by quitting things that usually bring immediate pleasure, you can reset your mind and reduce your addiction to stimulation. People tried different regimes, but the fasts usually involved avoiding the following: shopping, tasty food, sex, hugs, good conversation, alcohol, TV, social media, technology and pornography. Some people were even more restrictive, stopping themselves from reading books they liked or from exercising, to make sure that they didn’t get any post-workout thrills.


The New York Times wrote about a group of young men in Silicon Valley who regularly did days of dopamine fasting after getting overwhelmed by the stimulation of work and their lives in general. While trying to build a start-up these men didn’t have time to rest at weekends, so instead decided to try single days of withdrawing from normal life, including no eating, vigorous exercising, technology or chatting. The aim was to reduce the brain’s reliance on high levels of stimulation to feel sated, so that afterwards they would find normal tasks more pleasurable. The strictness of this routine was apparently difficult for their social lives, like the time that one of them, on a fasting day, bumped into a friend he hadn’t seen in a while. It didn’t go well: ‘“[I]t was extraordinarily exciting, super-stimulating, and I could feel how excited I was,” he said. “So I had to cut it off and I just said, ‘Listen, it’s not you, it’s me, doing this dopamine fast.’ ” ’10


Plenty of people claim that this practice works: after a day of abstaining from excitement they feel they have retrained their brain’s response to dopamine and can find small things pleasurable again. Scientists aren’t quite so sure that this is what is happening, pointing out that while you might be able to ‘fast’ from food or sex, you can’t fast from a naturally occurring chemical in your body any more than you can fast from breathing.11 That doesn’t necessarily mean that fasts don’t work. Having a day of sitting around doing little, not working, not checking your emails, not doing hard exercise, not getting wasted and not running from one social engagement to the next will probably feel good after a long week. It is called resting. These guys did not invent it.


IMPULSES AND ADDICTIONS


Other circuits on which dopamine works include our motor skills and our sense of motivation. For us to find the things that give us pleasure we need to have the physical ability to move towards a goal, and the oomph that spurs us on and allows us to achieve it. A healthy level of motivation might see us getting up early to go to the gym before work, knowing that we will be rewarded with greater energy throughout the day. But dopamine can be associated with less healthy feelings of motivation too, including that of compulsion, when we do things even though we know we shouldn’t.


Brian Knutson is a professor of psychology and neuroscience at Stanford University, although when I speak to him he is on a sabbatical for a term in Japan. Because of the time differences, the only period when we are both free to speak is when it’s 6am in London, which feels appropriate for a conversation about pleasure and self-discipline.


Traditionally, researchers who look into how the mind works would spend a lot of time asking people questions, or observing how they act in different scenarios. Professor Knutson does this too, but adds neuroimaging on top – interviewing or observing people make decisions while they are inside an fMRI machine, to monitor what their brain is doing as they do so.


An fMRI machine works by measuring the blood flow within the brain, which is used as a proxy to determine which parts of the brain are the most active. While a participant is inside one of these, Professor Knutson can watch their brain making decisions in real time, whether that process is conscious or not.


After years of such research, he and a co-author put forward a ‘back of the napkin’ model for how we make decisions and control the impulse for pleasure. It’s called AIM: Affect, Integration, Motivation. The first bit, affect, refers to our immediate emotional response when faced with a stimulus, for example, the desire we might feel while looking at a new car in a showroom. Integration is the next step, where we fit that impulsive like or dislike of something into our wider goals, morals or beliefs – for example, how much is the car? What is its safety record? What will other people think of me if I drive it? The last bit, motivation, refers to what we actually do after weighing up our urges, and the reasoning that comes later. Affect is like an accelerator, Integration like a brake, and Motivation is the outcome of those two forces – the decision that you end up making.
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