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Dedicated to everyone who believes our money is best used on those things that build a healthy, joyful, and equitable world.






INTRODUCTION
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How We Came to Buy Less and Share More

Our story begins on a clear day in mid-December, a rare break between winter storms, on a wild beach not far from our Pacific Northwest community.

With the sun low in the sky, the light a pale wintry yellow, we walked along the beach with our children, watching four pairs of tiny bare feet trip through the sand. Although we wore winter coats, the temperature was just warm enough for the kids to leave their shoes in the car, a welcome freedom from wool socks and rain boots. The kids tiptoed barefoot across the up-shore jumble of enormous Douglas fir and western red cedar driftwood logs as if on a tightrope, playing an imaginary game of circus acrobatics. The water here was cold and deep, with a strong current and whitecaps between us and the hazy outline of Seattle’s hills across the Salish Sea.

We—Liesl and Rebecca—had been close friends for a year, and our kids, ranging from ages four to seven, were often inseparable, spending their days exploring the outdoors. Their intrepid desire for exploration brought us to the wildest island shorelines we could find within after-school driving distance. Rebecca is a single mom with two daughters, Ava and Mira. She’s a blogger and social media consultant who comes from a family of activists and politicians fighting for the environment, and Liesl is a documentary filmmaker whose lens captures cutting-edge science and exploration for NOVA and National Geographic. Many of her projects involve travel with her two children, Finn and Cleo, and her husband, Pete Athans. With our shared love of adventure and the natural world, excursions to wintry beaches of this kind were a regular thing for us, and this one was just like any other, until Finn got a splinter, the downside of barefoot beach walks. Liesl removed the offending barb before any tears could break the happy tone of the day, but we noticed something else clinging to the bottom of his feet… something that didn’t belong. Tiny white balls of polystyrene foam and colorful minibits of plastic were lodged between his toes.

When we looked more closely at the sand beneath our feet, we found a couple of three-millimeter-wide plastic discs. (We later discovered these are called nurdles, and they are industrial feedstock for all plastic products.) It soon became clear that the discs made up an alarming percentage of the beach-scape that day. As the kids ran along the logs, yelling out with glee about their newfound game, refusing to touch the “plaastic saand” with their feet, we trained our gaze to look at what else was commingling with the sand, shells, driftwood, and seaweed around us. We found larger bits of plastic debris that were even more disturbing: syringes, a green army man that Finn was happy to add to his collection, coffee stirrers, PVC pipe, pens just like Cleo’s from home, light switch covers, a Mylar helium birthday balloon like the one that Ava lost at a friend’s party when it slipped free from her fingers the week before, cigarette lighters, a bright yellow baby toy just like one Mira remembered having, car bumpers, and tampon applicators—objects of our everyday lives, all made of plastic, all washed up on our shoreline.

Of course the plastic had been there all along; we just hadn’t seen it until now. And once we saw it, we couldn’t unsee it. All of these items, things we used and relied on every day, had made their way to our beaches and were hiding in plain sight, not so much overtaking the beach as actually becoming part of it.

We consider that day—two years before we launched the grassroots and increasingly impactful Buy Nothing Project, which is now more than one million members strong with an astounding six thousand volunteers—to be the very beginning of our Buy Nothing journey. We stumbled upon a seemingly small island story that was really a big global problem, and it inspired us to bring about social change to combat the reality of excessive waste and plastics in our environment.

What does it mean to Buy Nothing? Put simply, it is a philosophy that holds that the key to a joyful life of meaning and abundance on a healthy planet is to pursue every possible alternative before buying anything one wants or needs. This is a philosophy we’ve been bringing to life through the Buy Nothing Project, a social collective of local gift economies—an alternative to the market economy that most of us rely on—in which neighbors share with neighbors, members “ask” for what they want instead of buying it, and members “give” away their gently used items instead of tossing them. What started as a revelation at the beach a few years ago has translated to neighbors in dozens of countries sharing their stuff and their talents locally, willingly staving off needless consumerism. But Buying Nothing means much more to us.

Buying Nothing is a shift in mind-set. It’s a reminder of the truth in that old adage “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure”; that there’s value in re-homing a once-loved, now unused item and giving it a new life, rather than condemning it to the attic or garage, or worse yet, the waste bin. In a sense, Buying Nothing is a shift back to the way of our grandparents, the way people lived in the age before one-click buying, when you called a neighbor if you ran out of sugar or were short on gas for the lawn mower.

Many of us have become unsatisfied, wanting much more than we need, forgetting the days when it was not only acceptable to wear your mother’s or grandmother’s wedding dress, but just how things were done. Our appetite for more is costing us a fortune, taking a toll on both our wallets and the environment. Discovering persistent plastics on our shoreline was a reality check for us, an urgent wake-up call to do something, anything, to start a conversation about our buying habits and, in turn, reverse the ever-growing trend of plastic pollution on Earth.

Some might say our dream of social change has come to fruition: we’ve launched a worldwide social movement of unrestrained giving and asking, receiving and sharing, all for free, with no strings attached. Buy Nothing has legs, and the positive side effects are addictive. In this new worldview—one based on a sharing-focused economy—everyone benefits, and anyone can take part: minimalists, maximalists, spendthrifts, community builders, and environmentalists alike. Our Buy Nothing experiment—featured in the Washington Post, Mother Nature Network, Grist, Yahoo News, the New York Times, Australia Broadcasting Company, NHK Japan, CBC News, South China Morning Post, and on NPR—is a true, modern gift economy model, a system in which goods and services are distributed as true gifts, freely given without any expectation of reward, never bartered, traded, or sold. Here, real sharing takes place, and no single person benefits above all. Each participant accrues social standing through their actions, and we each reap what we sow.

Maybe you’ve already embraced the Buy Nothing mind-set, or take part in one of the many trending “sharing economies,” where companies like Uber, Lyft, Airbnb, and Vrbo have broken ground. People around the globe are sharing their homes and cars, building tiny homes, borrowing from municipal lending libraries, and otherwise finding ways to share resources they own. Much of this “sharing economy” still functions as part of the market economy, with money being exchanged for Uber rides and Airbnb vacation housing, for instance. Buy Nothing offers you a chance to extend this mind-set so that you are giving and receiving without spending any money at all.

This book is an invitation for you to join us, starting wherever you are now regarding the idea of Buying Nothing. We believe that we can all achieve greater personal happiness, more-resilient communities, and a healthier planet by creatively sharing what we have in abundance, and in this book we’ll provide you with the steps to do it. You don’t need anything other than your goodwill and a healthy human desire to connect with the people in your life. To inspire you, we’ve included many giving and sharing stories throughout this book. They’re all true, with a few names and locations changed to protect privacy.

Let’s stop buying, and try sharing more. This book is a blueprint for doing just that, helping you to consume fewer newly manufactured goods, and share the bounty that already surrounds us. We are all familiar with the three Rs of consumption: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. For us, there was another important R that was missing: Refuse.

In July 2013, we initiated our first local gift economy in our hometown of Bainbridge Island, Washington, eight miles from Seattle’s downtown ferry docks. We launched a Facebook group for our island population of twenty-three thousand and called it Buy Nothing Bainbridge. The group buzzed with activity as members quickly came to see that Buying Nothing was not just a plausible lifestyle, but a convenient means to meet the people who live down the street. By the end of the summer, we established eleven more Buy Nothing Project communities, and by New Year’s we had launched seventy-nine local gift economies, reaching into five states, each with the same simple mission of encouraging members to share more with those who live immediately nearby. The idea was spreading quickly.

We were able to prove that anyone could Buy Nothing, asking for gifts before shopping and offering gifts instead of stockpiling or throwing out. Someone nearby probably has what you’re looking for. Members shared every thing and service they could think of: bookshelves, baby joggers, house cleaning, bricks, laptops, bread makers, haircuts, and canoes. One of the first items shared was a spring to fix the inside of a toilet paper roll holder; someone posted it almost as a joke, but someone else needed it, and all of us realized in that interaction that the passing along of such a seemingly random but very useful item signaled that we could take care of one another. We each had things that other people needed or wanted, small things as well as big, and the joy in sharing these things was the same no matter the gift. We were hoping the Facebook groups would help decrease waste, which they did. But there was an unexpected benefit: neighbors got to know other neighbors, communities were strengthened, and new friendships were formed. Thanks to many acts of kindness, Buying Nothing caught on like a piece of good gossip.

We’ve found that there are three basic actions in a healthy gift economy that serve to strengthen the social fabric of any community: gives, asks, and expressions of gratitude. These three actions are the foundation of the Buy Nothing Project, and all of the local groups encourage members to “give” away an item that’s no longer needed, “wish” for something they want or need, and post with “gratitude” for the old-new item that has a new home and purpose.

Here are just a few stories we’ve heard from various Buy Nothing groups: A woman starting chemotherapy in the winter asks for help with her garden and has fresh vegetables to eat, and new friends to eat them with, as she recovers her appetite in the spring. A single senior citizen asks for a wagon to pull her senior dog on their walks around the neighborhood and gets the perfect set of wheels. Baby clothes pass from family to family, a working coffee maker with a broken carafe is reunited with the perfectly good carafe of a broken coffee maker two blocks away. A child’s school sock drive for the homeless results in thousands of single socks finding a new match. A young woman recovering from an eating disorder asks people to meet her in a local café each week to play Scrabble so that her body can rest after eating; responding neighbors become friends who celebrate her return to health over weekly games. Homes of middle-aged empty nesters filled with too much stuff empty out into homes of newlyweds just starting out. Brides find wedding dresses, and the elderly find playmates for a game of Parcheesi.

We have been delighted to see the creativity that members bring to the concept. Members have started seed libraries; lending libraries for dishes, glasses, and silverware for entertaining; and tool libraries. They gather to swap and share books, offer yarn for crocheting, offer their expertise leading mushroom and foraging expeditions, pass along clothing and recipes, teach cooking classes, gather for fruit-gleaning outings, organize free “shops” stocked with Halloween costumes and holiday gifts. They are not only curbing their purchases, but rediscovering the age-old value of sharing, as each gift has a story that goes with it, further connecting individuals and their histories with one another.

The secret? Making sure every gift is offered freely, with no expectation of something in return.

New groups are forming all the time. We’re constantly responding to requests from strangers asking us to help them start their own local giving group. We provide them with training on how to be a compassionate leader of an online social group and how to grow and steward their local group. We also provide them with rules, images, and guidelines, all freely produced and given, as well as a support network of regional and global volunteers who are there to answer questions and help set up new groups. Buying Nothing works best in hyperlocal groups, so we recommend that groups form around neighbors within easy reach of one another; in rural areas, this looks different than in cities, but it makes a huge difference when groups match existing neighborhood access routes and have no more than one thousand active members (the sweetest spot is around five hundred).

Now, six years later, there are more than four thousand Buy Nothing Project local gift economies on six continents, including all fifty US states, every state of Australia, and all provinces of Canada. We’re proud to say that there are absolutely no paid staff. The heart and soul of the project is the thousands of volunteers who give their time and expertise to build and sustain the groups. The Buy Nothing Project is a global network of local gift economies run by another gift economy made up of real people, volunteers and members who believe there’s value in sharing. People are Buying Nothing in droves.

While inspired by the Buy Nothing Project, this book goes beyond the social groups and offers new suggestions for how everyone can share—how to Buy Nothing—in any and all of our social settings, with or without the World Wide Web. We give practical advice on just what can be shared, what each of us can avoid buying, why these Buy Nothing actions will have a positive impact on the environment, and, perhaps most important, how to attract more like-minded givers and receivers through old-fashioned kindness and gratitude. We hope you’ll treat this book like a workbook, using the margins and empty spaces to jot down your ideas and experiences. Once you’ve written in your copy and added ideas and thoughts, we hope you will pass the book on and encourage others to do the same. Your book can be a living document, much like our mothers’ dog-eared cookbooks with their notes and scribbles in the margins mentioning special occasions when recipes were enjoyed, or reminders to add extra spices here and there. We would love for our book to be a gift of accumulated shared wisdom from all the book’s readers.

Most of all, we want you to enjoy this self-paced experiential class in the art of Buying Nothing; bring your sense of humor and an acceptance of yourself. This is not an exercise in perfection, self-denial, or abnegation. There is no way to “fail” at Buying Nothing. It’s a philosophy meant to be explored and brought to life in ever-changing ways that work for you, wherever you are in your life right now. Celebrate your successes, no matter how small they seem, and remember that our seven-step challenge is meant to improve your life. If one of our suggestions doesn’t help, by all means set it aside. You might want to flip through the steps to see what’s coming, or you may prefer the surprise of meeting each challenge as it comes. You can devote a day, a week, or longer to each step. Set your own speed, and tackle each step when you feel ready for it. There’s no wrong way to approach this book and the action plan it maps out. We encourage you to chart your own course as you build your own Buy Nothing mind-set and habits. And, of course, we hope you’ll share this book and what you learn from it widely.

Although we’ve both had very different life experiences, what we’ve each learned has led us to the same truth: being knit into a local web of sharing in which we each play a vital role is more fulfilling than the lonely hoarding of stuff for our own private use. We believe that the good life we seek is more likely to lie in the abundance of sharing, that active generosity brings a sense of purpose to our lives, and that the most solid safety we have in times of want comes from being rooted in a giving culture, in which we are comfortable giving freely and receiving directly from one another, without any shaming or strings attached.

You might say we’re shining a bright light on an alternative way of living, where buying is seen as a last option in the pantheon of choices we can make each day in our communities. Buying everything disconnects us from one another; Buying Nothing plugs us in. We’d like to bring about social change. To do this, we’re challenging you to stop buying. It doesn’t have to be painful, or deprive you of what you love. We believe that if you try the steps outlined in this book, you’ll come to see that Buying Nothing can get you just about, well, everything.






WHY WE SHOULD BUY NOTHING
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So, how did we go from a child’s splinter on the beach to launching a global experiment about giving more? It all comes back to plastics, of course.

After that day at the beach, we became women on a mission. With our kids in tow, we circumnavigated Bainbridge, the little island in Puget Sound we call home, to learn more about the continuous influx of plastics. We recovered carloads worth of plastic waste that washed up on the shores with each high tide. We picked up plastic chunks as large as a VW Bug, bits the size of a microfiber, and everything in between.

We became obsessed with the etiology of beach plastics and spent three years cleaning up local shorelines, cataloging every kind of household plastic, from buckets, toothbrushes, straws, bubble wrap, zip-top bags, packing peanuts, and Styrofoam meat trays, to the ever-present plastic water bottle and cap. We became citizen scientists, striving to answer the critical question: Where did the plastics polluting our sands and waters come from?

The Plastic Age

Of course, it came from all of us—our homes, our backyards, our cars, parking lots, workplaces, schools, and restaurants. If it was made of plastic and any of us on Bainbridge had purchased it, there was a high likelihood we’d see it wash up on our island one day. That summer, we studied our small island as a microcosm of the world at large. Through our observations, we were able to confirm that plastic is forever. It doesn’t biodegrade. It simply breaks down into progressively smaller pieces, so small that in some parts of our oceans, microplastics, defined by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration as minute pieces of plastic that are “less than five millimeters in length (or about the size of a sesame seed),”1 outnumber zooplankton, the minuscule creatures in the sea that are the main source of food for many sea animals, by six to one.2 There are two breakdown processes that deserve attention. The first is the breaking down of large items into microplastics. This matters because the smaller the piece, the more likely it is to be ingested by marine life and enter the food chain. We have seen firsthand that plastics that enter the environment as whole items can become microplastics rather quickly when they meet with forces such as vehicles, sunlight, and waves. A pen dropped from a pocket and then run over by a car on its way to the nearest body of water goes from whole to small shards with one pass under a tire. In a matter of weeks, a plastic shopping bag caught by the wind can turn to shreds resembling seaweed when weakened by sunlight and tree branches, or a balloon can deflate and begin to tear apart into a tentacled blob resembling a jellyfish. Once plastics are caught up in the same natural forces that smooth beach rocks and polish shells, they begin to take on organic shapes that fool the human eye and those of marine life, too. Larger, more intact pieces of plastic waste may not fool a hungry animal, and they’re too big to be sucked up by a filter feeder, but it doesn’t take long at all for many plastic items to lose their original shape and begin to break into microplastics that are more likely to be ingested by marine life. It is estimated that the entire photodegradation process of microplastic takes 450 years for a plastic bottle and at least 600 years for a monofilament fishing line.3 Plastics are the largest contributor to marine debris today, comprising 60 to 80 percent of the man-made trash in oceans worldwide, and 90 percent of all floating particles are plastic.4

We embarked on a months-long research project, scouring every shoreline we could access, and walked every beach and watershed around us. Each heavy rainfall unearthed more straws, bread tags, and cigarette lighters: they float downstream into estuaries and out to sea. We documented, firsthand, with video and photos, all of the debris. We created spreadsheets listing items, locations, and dates to geo-reference the accumulating plastics in our immediate environment, from the wilderness to urban landscapes. We pored over maps and data.

We came to realize that plastics move from the original consumer, wherever they are, to watersheds and waterways, eventually spilling into the sea. Most plastics are carried to our waters via urban runoff through storm drains, watersheds, and sewage. With nearly nine million tons of plastics per year entering our seas, it is estimated that by 2050 there will be more plastic, pound for pound, than fish in our oceans.5

No beach on our planet is free from plastic, few rivers can boast an absence of it, and our land itself is bubbling up with plastic in the least expected places. Our so-called organic gardens are loaded with plastics—organic compost sold by compost facilities is often laden with microplastics like threads of torn-up plastic bags. In short, we have a very serious plastic problem.

One of the world’s only research laboratories studying microplastics in the environment is at the Center for Urban Waters in Tacoma, only sixty miles away from Bainbridge. At a conference on microplastics, the institute’s science director, Dr. Joel Baker, spelled out what researchers know so far:6


	
Fact #1: Other than the small bits of plastic that have broken down over time into microplastics, including microfibers from our clothing, another commonly recognized major source of microplastics originates from personal and cosmetic products employing microbeads and glitter in makeup, exfoliants, body wash, toothpaste, and facial scrubs.7 Only recently have scientists begun to realize that microplastics this small may present a long-term threat for marine food chains that mistake the minuscule plastics for food. Plastic litter affects at least 800 species worldwide, including half of all sea turtles and 60 percent of our seabird species,8 and it kills 100,000 marine mammals each year.9


	
Fact #2: Plastics floating in the ocean act as an attractant for persistent organic pollutants such as DDT and PCBs, adsorbing these toxic chemicals, which then transfer to living organisms and increase in toxicity as they bioaccumulate in their journey to the top of each food chain.10 According to Merriam-Webster, adsorption is “the adhesion in an extremely thin layer of molecules (as of gases, solutes, or liquids) to the surfaces of solid bodies or liquids with which they are in contact.” Not only are plastics floating everywhere in the ocean, but they act as a magnet for icky pollutants, the chemicals adhering to and surrounding the plastics themselves. Worse yet, scientists are now able to prove that plastics, and the chemicals they adsorb, can be found in the stomachs of seabirds as well as the fish and shellfish we consume.11




As a society, we are in the throes of what some scientists call the Plastic Age; we’ve made as much plastic in the past thirteen years as we have in the past century. How much plastic are we talking about? An article in the Telegraph summarized a study by researchers at the University of Georgia and University of California this way: “Plastic weighing the equivalent of one billion elephants has been created since the 1950s… by 2015 humans had generated 8.3 billion tons of plastics and 6.3 billion tons had become waste. Only 9 percent of the waste plastic was recycled, 12 percent was incinerated and 79 percent had accumulated in landfill or the natural environment. If current trends continue, roughly 12 billion tons of plastic waste will be in landfills or polluting oceans by 2050.”

An infographic in the same article offers other comparisons for us to visualize. If you have trouble picturing one billion elephants, try 25,000 Empire State Buildings, 822,000 Eiffel Towers, or 80 million blue whales. Each of these represents the weight of all the plastic produced by humans as of 2015, and the majority of that has become waste.12

A Clean Solution

Now that we were painfully aware of how much toxic plastic washed up on our own beaches, we made it our mission to raise awareness in our community. We went into classrooms and conducted waste audits, helping the students to see how they could reduce their own waste footprint at school and at home. They joined us on our beach cleanups, and challenged us, at first believing that these beaches they’d grown up on had no plastics on them. One student gathered up a ball of seaweed and spread it over his hand, almost dropping it when he realized it was a green-algae covered bag. Others were surprised to see that the three-foot-long black tubes weren’t bull kelp. They were PVC pipe, and why was that on the beach? The oval black mussel-shell-shaped items were plastic fireworks capsules, remnants from the Fourth of July. Small white round skeletal shapes were not fish vertebrae but cigarette filters. Tall strands of seagrass were actually straws and the funnels of ink pens. Plastic bottle caps mimicked clamshells, and woven through the streaming strands of seaweed along the wrack line were ribbons from helium balloons set free during local celebrations and memorials. This educational outreach with the schools was cathartic for us, but we knew we needed to do more than we were doing on a local level and expand our horizons.

We had to do something to either find answers or be a part of the solution, so we set out to tackle the problem at its root cause: consumption. The best solution was to refuse to buy plastics in the first place. We started with ourselves, and within a matter of months we nearly aced the zero-waste-shopping thing.

But the pollution of our land and waters is only one part of the plastics problem. Greenhouse gas emissions are another. A study of household consumption in forty-three countries, published in 2016 in the Journal of Industrial Ecology, revealed that consumers are responsible for more than 60 percent of Earth’s greenhouse gas emissions. Even more surprising is the fact that four-fifths of the environmental impacts that can be attributed to consumers are not “direct impacts,” like the fuel we burn when we drive our cars or heat our homes, but are “secondary impacts,” the environmental effects of producing the goods we buy.13

We found the answer we were looking for: if we consume less, we can greatly affect our overall individual carbon footprint. The average North American produced 16.4 metric tons of carbon dioxide in 2014.14 This is equivalent to the carbon dioxide emissions from burning 17,929 pounds of coal per person.15 Whenever we find an alternative to buying a brand-new item, we reduce our impact upon the environment in two ways: less carbon dioxide is emitted in the production and transportation of the item to market, and one less item is eventually headed to our landfills or into our watersheds and oceans. The world’s leading climate scientists have warned we have less than a dozen years for global warming to be kept to a maximum of 1.5 degrees Celsius (approximately 2.7 degrees Fahrenheit).16 Beyond that point, by even half a degree, we will significantly worsen the risks of drought, floods, and extreme weather events like heat, hurricanes, and wildfires, bringing with them poverty for hundreds of millions of people.

This sounds dire, we know, but there’s an easy solution to much of the problem: consuming less is perhaps the most powerful individual step we can all take to help with this environmental crisis. There must be a benefit of decreasing consumption and embracing a new life philosophy that’s more gift- and less purchase-oriented.

The Psychology of Consumerism

Of course, Buying Nothing, at least at first, isn’t easy—sometimes it seems as if we humans are hardwired to buy. But why?

We’ve spent a lot of time talking to Buy Nothing Project members and exploring our communal obsession with stuff. Why is it so hard to part with objects, even ones we rarely use or don’t need anymore? Why are we constantly compelled to acquire more and more things, beyond what any one person needs? What hidden forces are driving our collective desire for stuff?

Based on close observation of people and their stuff in Buy Nothing groups, we formed some theories to answer these questions. Yes, we are targeted by more-personalized advertising than ever before, and yes, social media is a constantly refreshed stream of photos that show artfully arranged belongings and the seemingly perfect lives that go with them, and surely these forces inspire some of our consumption. But we saw something deeper happening. People seem to view their stuff as tangible aspects of their identity, and as proof of their worth, value, and existence and importance in the universe. It’s as if there is an “I have stuff, therefore I am” logic at work. It turns out there are many psychologists conducting research into our relationships with our stuff, and their findings line up with our observations.

Research on this subject dating back as far as 1932 explains the deeply rooted human connections to stuff that we see every day in each gift economy we’ve helped set up: well before we are susceptible to marketing, before the age of two, we show strong feelings of ownership over stuff, and our relationship with our belongings goes from toddler fights over toys, to deep connections with a beloved stuffed animal, to finding solace in our stuff while we are teens struggling with feelings of low self-worth, to the conscious construction of our identities through our stuff. During our adult years, our possessions gain importance as they further express how we view ourselves, and also serve to hold memories of important life events, rites of passage, and beloved people. As we grow older still, our stuff keeps us company, standing in for days long past and people lost. At each stage of life from adolescence on, low self-esteem, lack of social connection, and feelings of powerlessness are tied to an increased focus on the importance of belongings. This connection between our sense of self and our things seems to be wired into us: scans of our brains show that the region used to think about our self-identity also lights up when we think about objects we own.17

Our complex and psychologically important relationship with our belongings, and the ease of obtaining more of them, means our homes are literally overrun with stuff, which isn’t healthy for the environment or for us.

Drowning in Stuff

It’s so easy to accumulate stuff, we’re finding we have no room in our homes to store it anymore. More Americans each year are opting to rent storage space for their excess stuff. Today, there are at least forty-five thousand self-storage facilities in the US, and 9.4 percent of Americans rent them. Twenty years ago, there were half that number.18

From 2001 to 2005, a team of UCLA archaeologists from the Center on the Everyday Lives of Families conducted the first study of its kind with thirty-two dual-income middle-class families in the Los Angeles area designed to study their “material culture,” the stuff of our everyday lives.19 The archaeologists, Jeanne E. Arnold, Anthony P. Graesch, Enzo Ragazzini, and Elinor Ochs, conducted video tours of the family homes, led by each member of the households older than age seven. They systematically inventoried the objects in each room, mapping them, photographing them, and counting them—a monumental task. They documented every visible object in the thirty-two houses and took more than twenty thousand photos.

In one of the homes, they found 2,260 possessions in just three rooms (two bedrooms and the living room), not including “untold numbers of items tucked into dresser drawers, boxes and cabinets or items positioned behind other items.” A good percentage of the objects of desire in our homes are plastic, contributing greatly to the study’s finding that the average American home is filled with more than 300,000 items. Interestingly, they found a correlation between the number of magnets on refrigerators and the amount of stuff in the household.

As the lead author, Jeanne E. Arnold, explained in an interview about the study, “Contemporary US households have more possessions per household than any society in global history. And hyperconsumerism is evident in many spaces, like garages, corners of home offices, and even sometimes in the corners of living rooms and bedrooms, and the kitchen, and the top of the dining room table, the shower stalls. We find lots of stuff, piles of stuff, and it’s clearly, in some of these households, creating some significant stress for the families, particularly the mothers.”20

They looked at cortisol levels, a stress hormone produced by our adrenal glands, in the women in the study and found them to be very high. They also noted that while we have many rituals and processes for accumulating objects, we have few for unloading or getting rid of them. We have an advertising industry geared toward encouraging us to purchase things. And since we’ve found cheaper and more efficient ways to produce more stuff, there is plenty available for purchase. This, coupled with the fact that buying has never been easier, means that we’re accumulating more stuff than ever before.

The Unexpected Joy of Buying Nothing

Of course ease of buying and other factors have contributed to our overabundance of things, but we think there’s something more primal than the desire for social status and wealth, something much more ancient than marketing campaigns behind our obsession with things. We think it comes down to the need to share the stories our things help us tell.

While we were educating ourselves about the history of plastic and plastic goods, we came across the Object Ethnography Project, founded by Max Liboiron, then a student at New York University. This project examines the relationships between people, their objects, and their histories. Ordinary people sent in objects they wanted to donate along with their story about the object. Other people could request a donated object in exchange for offering up a new story about it.21

Learning about this project was a lightbulb moment for us. Shared stories become unifying cornerstones in a community. They knit people together, help form group identities, and help us see ourselves as important within our groups. As we have become less connected with one another, our things have become the holders of our stories, reminding us that we matter. This is the crux of where we are as a society: our increasing isolation has led us to accumulate more than we can manage, and makes it harder to let go. As mothers, citizen scientists, and creators of the Buy Nothing Project movement, we believe connecting and sharing stuff and stories with those around us makes the letting-go process more meaningful and ties us to a collective consciousness that has been with us from the earliest human days. Historically, people have survived difficult times by cooperating to share resources. The impulse to help one another through gifts and sharing is still present and visible today, both in indigenous giving cultures that have withstood the challenges of colonization and capitalism and in the way people of all cultures spring to action during natural disasters such as droughts, hurricanes, and landslides. As climate change brings us more environmental change, our natural inclination to care for one another will have many new outlets for expression.

We also have a fundamental belief that living the good life is achieved through both extrinsic and intrinsic goals. We dream of living in abundance, an extrinsic goal we hope each of us can attain. But we also believe in the greater intrinsic goal of personal growth, connecting with others, feeling safe and valued, and building community. These goals are not mutually exclusive. In fact, we can satisfy both through Buying Nothing. When we give, receive, and share with one another, we can accumulate that which we desire (extrinsic) even as we strengthen our ties to the local community (intrinsic).

We’ve seen time and again in Buy Nothing groups that while members are often initially happy satisfying their extrinsic values, they keep participating because of the intrinsic benefits. In fact, these intrinsic benefits might be even more valuable than the extrinsic goal of accumulating more stuff. Numerous studies have found that when people prioritize intrinsic goals over extrinsic ones, higher levels of vitality and satisfaction are found, along with lower levels of depression and anxiety.22

As an added bonus, those who organize their lives around their intrinsic values like connectedness and deeper self-awareness, tend to treat others with kindness and live more ecologically sustainable lifestyles. In this way, Buying Nothing is a win-win.

Members aren’t just surprised at the joy that comes from new connections and being part of a social movement. Some people come face-to-face with hidden behaviors and habits that are stubborn and hard to break, like shopaholic-ism, Depression-era-style hoarding, or the ego-challenging discomfort of asking for what we want. In many ways, these issues get to the heart of the Buy Nothing movement: understanding the hidden needs driving our consumerism and accumulation of things helps us identify and meet our deeper needs, the intangibles such as identity, connections, and self-worth that we need more than new stuff. Breaking a habit or even an addiction to buying stuff could be one of the hardest things you try to do, and for some it’s the most challenging part of Buying Nothing. But just because you’re not purchasing items doesn’t mean you have to give up on getting things; gift economies are filled with stuff that neighbors are giving away. The benefit of sharing more is that we’re consuming less collectively, and therefore saving money, reducing clutter, preventing plastics from polluting our oceans, and reducing greenhouse gases, all at once.

The Buy Nothing, Get Everything Plan gives us a window into all of these aspects of ourselves, and you’re bound to learn some unexpected lessons and gain new insights into yourself as you work through the steps in this book. Sometimes these lessons may make us uncomfortable as we come face-to-face with our hidden needs or unhealthy habits, or learn to lean into the vulnerability of asking for what we need. But it’s worth it. Not only will you come away feeling healthier and lighter thanks to your new Buy Nothing lifestyle—as will your bank account!—but your community will be stronger, having practiced the lost arts of giving, sharing, and receiving more. Sharing begets self-knowledge and also resilience.

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves here. The first step is to show you how to buy less, as mindfully as possible. In doing so we explore our own emotional relationship with stuff and the reasons why we are consuming, and hence wasting, things now more than ever in history. We invite you to join us on this Buy Nothing journey, starting with the seven-step challenge.






AN INVITATION TO BUY NOTHING
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Try Our 7-Step Buy Nothing Challenge

Here’s your official invitation to join us in this experiment, to see if we can each find alternatives to buying what we want and to think twice before tossing something. Throughout this book, we’ll provide you with a blueprint for changing your mind-set and behavior. Whether you’re running out to the store to get something you think you need for your house, ordering a gift for a friend’s birthday, or trying to make sense of the chaos in your closets, this book can help you curb your reliance on retail, limit your waste, and find creative ways to meet your needs and wants without spending money.

Not only will you save money, make new friends, receive things you want, and get rid of unwanted junk (without filling landfills!), you may be surprised to discover the serendipitous lessons and joy that come from reconnecting with the real world and people around you. This blueprint truly is for everyone, no matter where you live or your economic circumstances; gift economies work for all of us because we all have access to the same innate generous human nature.

Try to Buy No Thing, Buy Nothing, for as long as you can. Start small, with one week, perhaps. You may surprise yourself. Some people have succeeded in going for a year without even planning it, letting their new mind-set sustain them month after month. Every nillionaire (a pioneer who has bought nothing for months or years) we’ve met has these things in common: they’re resourceful, deeply connected to others, and have a healthy perspective on the trappings of commercialism. We hear them talk about the abundance they live in, rather than the deprivations they have felt by not buying. Because we aren’t buying the things we acquire and are relying more on the community to support us, Buying Nothing brings special meaning to how we shape our interdependence with family, friends, and neighbors.

For best results, add friends: Invite others to work through this book with you, checking in via phone or email or over a weekly cup of coffee. We also invite you to join us in the discussion forum at buynothinggeteverything.com so you have company along the way. It’s invaluable to have others tackling these seven steps with you, for inspiration and venting alike, ranting and raving. You don’t need to be in the same city, all that matters is following the same steps, wherever you are.

If you’d rather go it alone, we suggest keeping a journal to track your progress so you can take note of your triumphs and the memories, feelings, ideas, and stories that come from the challenge. We include an invitation at the end of each Buy Nothing step: We Invite You to… These are our suggestions for concrete behavioral actions you can try as part of this challenge. Checking in with yourself, your friends, and our online discussion forum at each step will help these changes take root and grow in your life and around the world.

If you want to get even more from these seven steps, we encourage you to see the “Rethink Your Trash” section on page 233, which is filled with ways to decrease your waste by rethinking what you throw away and coming up with new ways to toss less and repurpose more.

The Rules

The rules are simple: Buy Nothing, buy no thing, for as long as you can, other than the allowed expenses we list below. In each step, we provide exercises to get you started and help shift your behavior. The exercises are an integral part of the challenge, crafted to optimize your Buy Nothing experience and help you make long-lasting changes to your buying habits. The seven steps, briefly outlined, are as follows, and this book will guide readers through each step in greater detail, providing all of the support, encouragement, and information you need to be successful:


	
Step 1: Give—We explore the many forms of giving and suggest ways for you to start your own journey of generosity.

	
Step 2: Ask—When all gifts have equal value and are not monetized, the playing field is leveled and we’re on equal footing. Asking for what you want is essential to the health of the gift economy.

	
Step 3: Reuse & Refuse—We offer tricks and tips to Refuse buying everyday things in the first place.

	
Step 4: Reflect—We investigate the hidden needs behind your desire to buy more, helping you stop the knee-jerk reaction to buy and come up with alternative ways to source what you need.

	
Step 5: Make & Fix—Celebrate the maker in you, reduce your waste footprint, and feel empowered to fix just about anything before buying new.

	
Step 6: Share, Lend & Borrow—We help you brainstorm creative ideas on how to share, lend, and borrow more.

	
Step 7: Gratitude—The essential superglue that binds us all together and begets more giving is openly expressing our thanks to those who have shared with us.



Exceptions

We know what you’re thinking: But how will I eat? How will I live? Not to worry. Here’s the list of expenses that are allowed, or even encouraged, during your Buy Nothing challenge:


	Meals (food, especially locally grown, including eating out)

	Regular household bills (heating, water, electricity, rent/mortgage)

	Travel (includes bus/train fare, fuel, car insurance, car repair)

	Prescriptions and personal care items (including toiletries for you, your dependents, and your pets)

	Education (includes materials of all kinds, school bills, school events, other educational- or work-related events)

	Stamps and shipping costs (not including shipping supplies)

	Charitable/political contributions

	Experiences and events (museum tickets, concerts, swimming at the pool with the kids, going to the zoo, visiting your state or national park, campsite fees, etc.)

	Arts, culture, and the humanities (expenses that support artists, scholars, and authors such as art, books, poetry, and musical recordings)



The purpose of this challenge is twofold: We’re encouraging you to connect with your social network—or create new ones—to ask for what you need and to unload that which you no longer want to keep. But we’re also helping you rethink your “wants.” Do you really need those new plastic coat hangers if there are people nearby who would love to off-load theirs instead of throwing them away? Or do you have to buy that tent if a coworker has one she’d love to loan you? Does your bicycle need replacing or does it just need a good tune-up? Perhaps you can live without that “must-have” or you can find creative ways to get it, or repair it, without opening your wallet. Making things, fixing them, asking others for help, to borrow from, or to give to you are all part of taking an active role in your community. We are wired to connect with one another. And for most of our existence as a species we have relied on cooperative networks of sharing and giving for our survival. For all of the reasons we’ve shared so far, we could argue that embracing a Buy Nothing mentality is necessary for our survival now, too, using our modern connection methods and our abundance of stuff.






STEP 1: GIVE
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The first step toward embracing a Buy Nothing mentality is to give. In some ways giving is a simple and natural act, something that’s in our very nature to do, exemplified by the way a mother gives of herself to carry, birth, and nourish her baby. No matter the particulars of our entrance into the world or the genders and titles of our primary caregivers, none of us would be here today if it weren’t for the vital gift of care we received when we were newborns unable to meet our own needs. But after this most vulnerable time in our lives, things become much more complicated, especially in a capitalist society. Once we move beyond our toddler years, we’re encouraged to be independent and self-reliant, exploring our surroundings and collecting resources to care for ourselves. Later, in adolescence and adulthood, we discover the rewards of selling our labor and our things instead of giving, and we don’t always recognize the full value of our talents, objects, or experiences without attaching monetary value to them. This chapter asks you to experiment with giving, to see offering gifts to others as the first step in creating a network of mutual dependence with those around you. We offer various ways you can give to individuals in your life and to the community at large.

To explore why giving is key, we need to look to the past. One of our formative lessons in, and inspirations for, Buying Nothing came from the wisdom of a people we’ve never known, whose stories were never told or even documented until recently.

Himalayan Teachings

Every summer for the past decade, Liesl’s family has traveled to the Nepal-Tibet border to explore ancient caves nestled in the Himalayas at thirteen thousand feet. The caves have been there since before anyone can remember, and yet no one has been able to access them. Liesl’s husband, Pete Athans, is a Himalayan climber and has the technical skill to get into these high cliff caves. With the support of the National Science Foundation, the couple and a multidisciplinary team of scientists, led by Dr. Mark Aldenderfer, professor of archaeology at the University of California, Merced, are among the first humans to enter these caves in hundreds, if not thousands, of years. For Liesl and her family, it’s the privilege of a lifetime, one granted thanks to a multiyear permit with the government of Nepal and permission from the local communities. Together with some of the world’s great scholars on Himalayan prehistory as well as geneticists and archaeologists, Liesl and her husband venture to these man-made caves to document and inventory their contents, recovering bones for ancient DNA testing to learn more about who the early people were and how they came to live and die in the most inhospitable place on Earth.

In one set of caves in the Upper Mustang region of Nepal, the team has uncovered a hidden network of burial chambers from a community that lived 1,450 years ago.1 This community eked out a living at high altitude for more than 400 years, and are among the first people to have permanently settled one of the toughest places humans can survive on Earth. Their bones tell us they lived relatively healthy lives despite the harsh conditions, a testimony to cultural survival against all odds. From their burial artifacts and indeed the ceremonial manner in which they were interred, it is evident they relied on and cared for one another and traded extensively with people from the far east for silk and from the west and south for metals and beads.


OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/EBGaramond-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/xhtml/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction: How We Came to Buy Less and Share More


		Why We Should Buy Nothing

		The Plastic Age


		A Clean Solution


		The Psychology of Consumerism


		Drowning in Stuff


		The Unexpected Joy of Buying Nothing







		An Invitation to Buy Nothing

		Try Our 7-Step Buy Nothing Challenge


		The Rules


		Exceptions







		Step 1: Give

		Himalayan Teachings


		The Importance of Having Something to Give


		An Economy Built on Giving


		Step 1: Give


		How to Give


		Regarding Gift Economies, Women, Poverty, and Wealth


		How to Create a Gift Economy Group


		Gift of Self


		We Invite You to Give







		Step 2: Ask

		Money Separates Us, Gift Economies Connect Us


		We’ve Forgotten How to Ask


		A Buy Nothing Wedding


		Step 2: Ask


		All Gifts Have Equal Value


		Unexpected Connections


		We Invite You to Ask







		Step 3: Reuse & Refuse

		An Experiment in Buying Nothing


		Why Shopping Feels Good and Buying Nothing Can Feel Better


		Life Less Groceries


		Step 3: Reuse & Refuse


		50 Things We Never Buy


		Make Every Day a Special Occasion


		We Invite You to Reuse & Refuse







		Step 4: Reflect

		The Thrill of Shopping


		Step 4: Reflect


		We Invite You to Reflect


		Questions to Ask Before You Buy Something







		Step 5: Make & Fix

		Be a Producer, Not a Consumer


		Step 5: Make


		Fix It!


		50 Things We Make


		We Invite You to Make & Fix







		Step 6: Share, Lend & Borrow

		Create Your Shareocracy


		Step 6: Share


		50 Things We Share


		50 Things We Lend & Borrow


		We Invite You to Share, Lend & Borrow







		Step 7: Gratitude

		Step 7: Gratitude


		The Ultimate Gift


		We Invite You to Express Gratitude







		Just the Beginning: Buy Nothing for Life

		Share Your Experience


		Start Over and Over and Over Again


		Challenge Yourself to Buy Nothing Longer


		Buy Mindfully







		A Vision for the Future

		Giving Networks as Aid Organizations


		Saving the Earth, One Give, Ask, Share at a Time


		Real-World Sharing







		Appendix


		Acknowledgments


		About the Authors


		References


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Appendix


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269








OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/Roboto-Black.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/images/f00ii-01.jpg
= o l@ucl g
(

)J@ ﬁmJ@w@m A
.-%g@ m-m@m @@Hum
Tysdrgapely
mm -H Anjw@ Jan b
)@ mu 1 &

il
J
.y

-
a8
— /5 L
i






OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/Roboto-Light.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/images/common01.jpg
Ae@ec®@co o oo





OEBPS/e9781982113810/images/9781982113810.jpg
@V@n ED*\ @’\dﬁnm
5@ @) 07 B

5 ¢ THE BUY £ ©
NOTHING, @
C&A o
O7n GET Q\,ﬁjl(ﬂ
. EVERYTHING

)
¢ @PLAN © &
S C®~ 1@ - ~f
L) Discover the Joy of @\;)

Spending Less, Sharing More, m
L,% and Living Generously J

"

0 LA~ €-6-F
) (&> LIESL CLARK AND {3 7
(5] REBECCA ROCKEFELLER CO

Founders of the Buy Nothing Project

T DA D o





OEBPS/e9781982113810/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982113810/images/title.jpg
THE BUY
NOTHING,
GET EVERYTHING
PLAN

Discover the Joy of
Spending Less, Sharing More,
and Living Generously

LIESL CLARK AND
REBECCA ROCKEFELLER

Founders of the Buy Nothing Project

ATRIABOOKS
New York e London e Toronto ® Sydney e New Delhi





