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  For the memory of my Mum and Dad
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    too, goes to Kate, my wife, for her patience; to Patrick Walsh for his doggedness and to Jane Barton for her wisdom.
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          INTRODUCTION


          
            He who knows he has enough is rich


            Tao Te Ching (c. 260 BC)

          

        

      

    

  


  If an alien spacecraft were orbiting the blackened husk of Earth in centuries time, its pilots might be appalled to learn how the
  human inhabitants had been wired to get such kicks from producing and consuming more and more of everything, that they had ultimately burnt the whole planet out. Daft buggers, our
  aliens would say, shaking their silvery heads. If those visitors also learnt how we had only got grumpier, sicker and more exhausted as our pursuit of more of everything reached its climax, they
  would scratch their scalps and ask: What were they thinking? One of the wiser ones might wonder, How on Earth did they fail to evolve?


  It would be just as sad if, in another scenario, those intergalactic visitors were our own descendants who had escaped the stricken planet moments before eco-geddon and were now, centuries
  later, orbiting Earth in a gleaming ship that travelled at light-speeds and could meet every material need that a creature should desire. The pilots would be muttering to each other:


  This heaps nowhere near as quick as the new Mk1192a.


  And those teleporting pods are just like, so last aeon.


  Can you hear that little buzz in the dashboard whenever we accelerate? Its reeeeeally pissing me off.


  We have some evolving to do. And quickly. We need to develop a sense of enough. Or, if you fancy, enoughness. Or even enoughism. We have created a culture that has one overriding message
   we do not yet have all we need to be satisfied. The answer, we are told, is to have, see, be and do even more. Always more. But this is bearing strange fruit: levels of stress, depression
  and burnout are all rising fast, even though we live amid unprecedented abundance. Our planet doesnt look so happy, either.


  We urgently need to stop over-stimulating the powerful ancient instincts that make us never satisfied. Instead we must nurture our capacities to appreciate the unprecedented wonders now at our
  feet. In the Western world we now effectively have everything we could possibly need. There is no more. We have to learn to live post-more. This isnt about
  turning the clocks back or having less. Its about realising that weve arrived (hurrah times three). Enoughness is a path to contentment. Its about personal ecology, about each
  of us finding our own sustainable balance as individuals. Enoughness is the tipping point, beyond which getting more of anything makes life worse rather than better.


  Simple, eh? But the path to enoughness quickly becomes complicated. Blame evolution, the thing that got us here. Our evolutionary wiring led us down from the trees and around the world, through
  ice ages, famines, plagues and disasters, right into this age of technological and material bounty. And still that old wiring constantly urges us: I. Want. More. Now. So far,
  its been superbly successful. It made us lords of the planet. But its about to dump us on the cosmic ash-heap, in the box marked: Good idea, but . . .


  We have at least now spotted the basic problem. On my ferretings for this book, Ive found that you cant enter a meeting of psychologists, economists or politicos without someone
  warning that half of us wealthy Westerners are certifiably miserable, and that getting richer no longer makes us any happier. These pundits also complain that were suffocating on our own
  exhaust pipes. But then they blame the economy. Or the Government. Or society (shorthand for the greedy git next door, but not me). Or they even say its a
  sickness. Meanwhile, the world carries on worrying about global warming, grumbling about overwork and complaining of not being happy  while still chasing, making and consuming evermore, in
  the hope that it will cheer everyone up.


  So long as it is always someone elses problem, the cycle will continue until the planet is fit only for cockroaches. Evolution got us into this luxurious crisis  with all the
  wonderful heating, lighting and high-tech healthcare that comes with it. Now its down to each of us to start evolving our species out of it (and with any luck we will get to keep all the
  heating, lighting and other good stuff, too).


  Its time to ditch our ancient habits  and all the things that weld us to them. In this book Im going to explore the many ways in which we keep tripping over our obsolete
  brain-wiring. We rely on instincts that give old answers to new challenges  in particular the challenge of living amid abundance when our minds are still programmed to fear scarcity and to
  consume everything that we can. We were built to seek comfort and food, but not designed to find them all the time. We are lumbered with wanting brains. Now, thanks to breakthroughs
  in neuroscience and medical technology, we can glimpse these ancient responses as they fire up in our heads.


  These discoveries, along with advances in evolutionary psychology, show how we have built a culture that drives us to switch on all the wrong instincts  ones that respond to excess by
  seeking even more, that react to convenience by encouraging us to work harder, that make us hurry more when our leisure time increases, and that even make us eat more whenever we hurry. All of this
  creates a feedback loop where our needless desires drive our cultures economy more, and our cultures economy in turn drives our needless desires more. Weve become like Imelda
  Marcos and her shoes: the best pair is always the next pair . . . dammit, its the only pair worth having.


  As Robert Trivers, an evolutionary biologist at Rutgers University, says, Weve evolved to be maximising machines. There isnt necessarily a stop mechanism in us that says,
  Relax, youve got enough. But just because our basic brains evolved in the Pleistocene era, between 130,000 and 200,000 years ago, that doesnt condemn us to
  blundering around the 21st century like Flintstone families. So far weve been able to evolve quite quickly to beat newly emerging problems, because our mental hardware can
  cleverly reconfigure the bits it came in the box with. There are circuits in our heads that can enable us to take the next essential step, although modern society increasingly sidelines these
  little lifesavers. These circuits can encourage us to savour, to appreciate and to grow. We need to revive them, to evolve an enough button in our culture and in our heads, to break
  the vicious spiral of more, more, more.


  Otherwise were stuck like Spinal Taps Nigel Tufnel, perpetually stencilling an extra number on our amplifiers: Youre on ten all the way up. Where do you go from
  there? Eleven. Hardly. Our new enoughist responses will tell us when we have obtained the optimum amount of any one thing, to be glad of it, and to stop exhausting our precious, finite
  personal resources  time, attention and energy  by chasing evermore.


  Sustainability is the key  and personal sustainability in particular. All but the most cotton-headed among us now believe that the Earths ecosystem is in danger. Trouble is, life
  is so padded with minor preoccupations that its hard to recognise the threat as monstrous enough to make us do anything more than make gestures at it. Yeah, its scary.
  Whatever. Modern technology exacerbates this problem: Ill show later in the book how many of our more-of-everything conveniences work in unexpected ways to short-circuit our ancient
  drive to improve the world.


  Am I downhearted? No. Theres hope in the steady flow of surveys reporting how modern life increasingly leaves us miserable, tetchy, fearful and mad. Amid the global warming, we are seeing
  more personal warming  more stress and depression, more melting of our circuits. Thats dismal for individuals. But, hey, its our one hopeful sign of potential cultural shift.
  It may push growing numbers of us to embrace enoughism, to balance our personal ecologies in the pursuit of contentment, sanity and sustainability. As individuals, we can try to find balance by
  seeking only the things that we truly desire, rather than chasing manufactured rainbows. The knock-ons for our planet would grow if we could shift focus from ever-more to enoughness.


  Im perched on my wobbly moral plinth here by dint of having spent 20 years trying to live this idea. At first it was the result of personal quirk, of having grown up quite happily in
  straitened circumstances. My mum was a widow, a child of the Second World War, and our approach to acquiring things carried a strong air of rationing: Is a new xxxx really necessary?
  was the family mantra. Throughout my upbringing we had the same three-piece suite, a relic from my late dads bachelor days, though we refurbished it in the pre-green spirit of make do and
  mend. (Ive still got the sofa  though now its apparently a 1950s design icon.) Over the past decade, my sense of having an inner ration-book has become
  indispensable as the external clamour for more, more, more has multiplied. Ive had to put more effort into deciding what is enough for me, to discriminate between new things
  that might enhance life, and those that will ultimately  despite their glister  detract from the good stuff already in it.


  Ultimately I had to start becoming somewhat militant. Thats why I no longer own a mobile phone. I did for a while. It seemed a good idea, but then my work colleagues got hold of the
  number. The little convenience-enhancer turned into a conduit for constant demands. Its the telecoms equivalent of Hemingways The Old Man and the Sea  you set off to
  catch some tasty sprats, but instead you suddenly find yourself on one end of the line with a massive fish at the other. It feels like a prize, but it drags your little boat way into the middle of
  the ocean. Still you keep hanging on. And then it turns out that the huge fish is no use anyway. Not wishing to live like Hemingways harried angler, I didnt replace the mobile when,
  by accident, it got broken.


  We dont have a telly at home either. I do, however, manage to work at the sharp edge of information as a national newspaper journalist and author. Saying enough isnt
  about self-denial: in our communications-saturated society, if you staunch some of the torrent that jet-hoses us every day, you dont end up with less useful knowledge. The opposite happens
  (as I explain in the first chapter). Anyway, our house receives a welter of info through broadband, DVDs and radios. How much more does one need? And whats the price of more, in terms of
  time, space and inner life? We are now so rich with things that every time we get something extra, we have to push something aside to make room, and the swaps are getting ever less rewarding.


  Practising enoughness may also help make ones finances more sustainable. If you budget for enough, it will hopefully be easier to work to earn just enough, to liberate life for the
  nourishing stuff beyond the narrow sphere of getting and spending. Thus the path of enough can lead, paradoxically, to more. Smugly, enoughism gives me time to practise tai chi and meditate
  daily (lets not be afraid of clichs here). Likewise, the missus and I can spend hours trudging through fields and drinking flasks of tea on top of drizzle-misted hills 
  activities that are clinically proven to boost morale and strengthen relationships, as well as fending off the Grim Reaper.


  Simply being, rather than perpetually doing, also fosters the creativity so often demanded by modern career-life. Minds need space to think. Hence the old Zen joke: Dont just do
  something. Sit there. But in this era of unheralded riches, we often feel convinced that we cant afford to spend valuable time balancing on one leg or sitting, eyes shut, just
  existing. We gotta be out there, chasing.


  Lets not pretend that the answers are all simple. We all like to think we are rational creatures, easily capable of balanced decisions. But human actions tend to show the opposite.
  Studies of drivers in central London, for example, consistently find them complaining that they cant afford the citys congestion charge. And they moan about the time they lose in
  traffic jams. They say they understand that they are polluting the air and know they should be using less toxic transport. Then they declare that they intend to keep driving through central London
  for ever. This doesnt even seem to be short-sighted self-interest at work.


  Likewise, we have great difficulty setting our levels of enoughness and keeping anywhere near them. Surveys perpetually find us lamenting that we are overworked and lack free time. Other studies
  hear us complaining that our homes are full of clutter. Then we put even more hours in at work to buy more stuff that we never seem to enjoy. Blame our ancient instincts for nagging us into
  believing that new possessions will boost our chance of genetic immortality. Back in our neolithic villages, there were strong evolutionary reasons for this. But now our culture has amplified that
  nagging into a continual harangue.


  No one is immune: Im writing much of this book at home on a flash, powerful laptop bought in a typical moment of weakness. It consumes so much juice, emits so much heat and is such a
  gilt-edged invitation to thieves that the hefty great thing never leaves the house. I got suckered. I have also written a big chunk of these chapters while on the move, using a cheap old
  battery-sipping lightweight that I bought second-hand eight years ago. It does the job just as well.


  Nevertheless, there are many enoughist strategies that we can all adopt to dodge and block much of the get-more, have-more, be-more stimulation. First of all, we have to change how we respond to
  the barrage. I hope that this book will help to arm you for the task  by exposing the many snares that our own Pleistocene-era minds unintentionally lay for us, and explaining how the modern
  world of consumption hijacks our social brains so that we step right into these traps.


  That might sound a little paranoid, but we are girdled by multimillion-pound industries that use an ever-growing array of overt and hidden persuaders to get us to want things, work for things
  and buy more of them. We dont tend to complain, but if you were physically forced by powerful gangs to spend all your time and energy in the pursuit of things you didnt need,
  didnt want and ultimately didnt enjoy, youd feel sorely misused.


  Enoughism requires us to defuse the status obsession fostered by constant consumption. As a culture, we need to value different emblems of cool  such as time, space and autonomy 
  rather than trinkets. There are promising signs, both negative and positive: on the negative side, the world of more, more, more is getting uglier: rather than just you are what you
  eat, the fact that we can now satisfy all of our actual needs means that we are what we want  and all that branding, bling and blubber is increasingly not pretty.


  On the positive side, green is now considered hip (even if it often only involves having a recycling box, glutting on costly ethical goods or spending thousands jetting off to ethical holidays).
  Moreover, practising enoughism offers plentiful opportunities for mischievous fun  just try surrealist ways of cutting pointless options out of your life (chapter five), or even committing
  the ultimate twenty-first-century sin of switching all your telecoms off for regular periods. Woo-hoo, cant catch me.


  But declaring enough also demands that you challenge your own internal propaganda. Yes, your brain feels immortal; yes, it whispers that (in the poet Walt Whitmans words)
  you can contain multitudes; yes, your brain says that you can have it all and do everything. These egoistic inklings are all turned up loud and proud by consumer cultures persistent promises
  of infinite self-realisation. But in fact no, your brain isnt immortal and you cant have it all. Those are just convictions that your head evolved to persuade your body out of bed on
  damp mornings. We are human and limited, and we have to live within our lives realistic limits for them to be sustainable and satisfiable. We can hit personal bests in our time, but there
  will be many other things that we wont ever see, be, own or do. Enoughism requires us to accept that the carrot of infinite promise will always dangle just beyond our noses. Embracing this
  fact is a path to contentment.


  Only contentment? This little c-word sounds like the dull, swotty sibling of capital-H Happiness. But humanity has never before had a chance to enjoy widespread contentment. Were now at
  that point, but are intent on overshooting it in quest of that fleeting high called happiness. As the American novelist Edith Wharton said: If only wed stop trying to be happy, we
  could have a pretty good time. Our culture wants to make happiness a perpetual bliss, even if we have to carbonise the planet in the process. But achieving mere contentment is itself a heady
  challenge that demands skilled balancing. It requires the wisdom of enoughism  a wisdom I first heard articulated in the late 1980s at an NHS conference, when an obscure Civil Service
  economist declared: Dont let your desire for perfection ruin your appreciation for that which is just good.


  This brings us to a conundrum that has challenged sages since civilisation began: how much, exactly, is enough  and can we create a way in which to measure that? These are
  bear-traps of questions, the sort that confounded Jeremy Bentham, the eighteenth-century English philosopher who created Utilitarianism with the aim of bringing the most happiness to the most
  people. To check whether government policies were boosting peoples joy sufficiently, Bentham devised a system for measuring happiness  the felicific calculus. To explain
  how the calculus should work, he wrote hundreds of pages of guidance filled with odd, clunky terms such as fecundity and propinquity. His system failed miserably. Trying
  to quantify subjective states such as happiness or enoughness is like trying to grab a cake of soap in the bath. The harder you grasp, the faster it flies into some hair-strewn corner.


  But I think that I can prod my finger at where enoughness generally lies: its the point where the curve falls off  the curve of the satisfaction that you get from getting, having,
  being or doing, more. Beyond that dip, you are on a perpetual slide of diminishing returns. Your primitive acquisitive instincts tell you to keep going, to put more effort in . . . despite the fact
  that the paybacks are evidently shrinking. At the point of enoughness you need to stop and enjoy. You need to appreciate the liberation that getting there brings you, rather than slogging ever
  onwards in the hope that the fun will eventually come back in larger doses.


  So this book shamelessly offers no regime, no prescription, no solemn promise to empower you to Find Your Enough in Seven Days/Six Months/Whenever. Researching it has taken me on a long
  trip through the art and science of enoughness, exploring the instinctive mechanisms that make us ignore it, investigating the ways by which we may achieve it, and meeting people who manage to live
  it. I hope it will help you to reach your own conclusions about where your own enoughnesses lie.


  It may be the sparse life of the ascetic, but more likely it will involve balance, thought and the occasional endorphin rush that results from dashing to your favourite shop counter. My
  favourite stores sell obscure bits for vintage guitars and rusting old Japanese motorbikes. Can I ever get enough of them? Well, umm, hmm. But I have at least liberated enough time, space and
  energy to enjoy those toys. Its not ambrosia, of course, but it feels satisfying. Thus, I like to think that I practise enoughness. Enough enoughness.


  PS


  A brief note to my accountant


  Hi Barry. In the interests of global and personal ecology, and in the true spirit of enoughism, I have resisted the temptation to travel the globe researching this book. All
  physical visits were conducted within an hours drive of my home, and all other information and interviews were obtained via the marvels of technology. Hence the extreme lack of
  travel-expense receipts.


  Sorry.


  J
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