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Abstract 

What started as a mystery to unravel, a quest to identify how people might find a sense of ‘the 

good life’ through voluntary simplicity, turned into something much more. Through this 

ethnographic and ultimately philosophical journey, I realized the way to find a sense of the good 

life is through an awakening—or more dramatically, an epiphany—leading to a major paradigm 

shift. A new way of seeing the world created a transition away from hegemonic capitalist “work-

to-spend” norms where all earthly things are simply resources, to one focused instead on the 

gratitudes, pleasures, and satisfactions found in “enough-ness” combined with a reverence for all 

earthly things as kin. This process resulted in positive identity (re)construction, even 

transformation, along with a new sense of congruence with the good life. Crafted as a narrative 

collage incorporating creative non-fiction techniques, this critical (and ultimately public) 

(auto)ethnography weaves together multiple voices and formats reflective of the arts-based 

research paradigm. 

Keywords:  epiphany, voluntary simplicity, the good life, critical ethnography, 

ecopsychology, arts-based research, liminality 
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Enough is Enough: Epiphanies, Voluntary Simplicity & the Good Life  

Situating “Enough is Enough” 

Heeding Goodall’s (2000) advice in his scholarly classic Writing the New Ethnography, I 

have constructed this public ethnography (Vannini, 2019) of voluntary simplicity with a desire to 

“hold an interesting conversation with readers” (Goodall, 2000, p. 13) via “writing that 

rhetorically enables intimacy in the study of culture” (p. 14, italics in original). Capitalizing on 

creative non-fiction opportunities and techniques (Gutkind, 2012; Leavy, 2015; Sinner, Hasebe-

Ludt, & Leggo, 2017), some of my own stories are shared in journal-style entries, signaled by a 

dated entry with a change of font and format (e.g. Calibri 11 pt.), while my participants’ stories 

(shared with real names via permission and informed consent) are told through a present, 

conversational narrator’s voice. You will not find traditional Literature Review and Methods 

sections, as this content has instead been woven into a resultant “narrative collage” (Denzin, 

2018, p. 167), a “mystory” of voices (Denzin, 2018, p. 22) with overlapping and blurred edges, 

some containing the “sting of the moment” (Denzin, 2018, p. 35), and others offering relevant 

academic thinking. 

In addition, ‘photographs-yet-not-photographs’ are placed throughout this work. Photos 

of seemingly commonplace scenes, taken by me and my participants, have been edited and 

transformed into unexpected art. I concur with Leavy when she states, “the arts hold unique 

capabilities with respect to helping us to see, think, and feel . . . troubling the taken-for-granted, 

and promoting deep engagement” (Leavy, 2018, p. 707). My intention is to remove the taken-for-

granted invisibility of these scenes, and instead cause them to snag attention—newly visible, 

surprisingly beautiful. 
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This research was undertaken with a desire to immerse myself in a way of life that is in 

many ways contrary to the life I have been living. As a result, it became profoundly personal 

(auto)ethnographic work, as deepening levels of awakening revealed new insights along the way. 

These epiphanic levels created a structure for my writing revolving around “enough-ness,” 

beginning with the well-being benefits of stepping off the work-spend-work-spend treadmill and 

living more simply; followed by the emotional wake-up call of the Earth’s (and my own 

psyche’s) pain as a result of human choices; and, culminated with the sense of being enough, as 

one tiny yet important piece of an intensely synergistic living system.  

Lastly, a series of synchronicities brought me to this work, and then continued to inform 

it. But, the key lived experience, intense with pain from the “sting of the moment” (Denzin, 

2018, p. 35), was the loss of a loved one to suicide in 2015. One of the last questions he asked 

has haunted me, and ultimately led me here: “Why can’t people just be more kind?” 

Figure 1. "Photographs-yet-not-photographs" Photo credit: Debra 
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Discovering Voluntary Simplicity 

January, 2018 

Taking a cue from the mystery novels piled on my shelves, I have decided to approach 

this enquiry like a detective; to sleuth out what might be getting in the way of kindness 

(and happiness and contentment and gratitude and generosity) because it’s a question 

that’s been waiting, demanding to be answered. Then, an epiphany, a stunning 

connection forms: the rising popularity of the minimalist lifestyle. Could this desire for 

simplicity be a response to a world that feels dominated by a sense of involuntary 

complexity? Has kindness, and any meaningful view on the good life, been eroded by the 

scarcity mindset of consumerism’s never enough mantra? What if being happy with less, 

and living more simply by choice, could offer a sense of the good life in ways that could 

be more fulfilling than current norms offer? What if enough is actually enough?  

 I am not alone in my disenchantment with consumer culture’s assurances that 

satisfaction, happiness, and purpose will be found in the pursuit of more. A growing population is 

waking up to the false promises of an excessively materialistic existence and seeking simpler, 

more meaningful ways of living (Alexander, 2011; De Graaf, Wann, & Naylor, 2014; Elgin, 

2010; Schor, 1999; Soper, Ryle, & Thomas, 2009). This search for something more satisfying 

can be found in a movement with many names: voluntary simplicity, downshifting, downsizing, 

simple living, or minimalism are just a few. Regardless of what it is called, this way of living is 

attracting people with diverse motivations from a variety of backgrounds, and is being enacted in 

scores of individualized ways (Cherrier, 2007; Elgin, 2010; Lukáš, Galčanová, Pelikán, & Kala, 

2017; Vannini & Taggart, 2013). There is no strict recipe for a voluntary simplicity lifestyle, but 

its underlying tenets—“outwardly simple, inwardly rich” (Elgin, 2010, from book title)—could 

offer an antidote for many of the world’s challenges, while still offering abundant, potentially 
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more satisfying pleasures than the dominant work-to-consume norms do. 

Despite living and breathing the concept of voluntary simplicity, I still struggle to 

describe it. Unpacking the two words is a start, but capturing the nuances gets complicated. To 

put it simply, I have come to view this lifestyle as a conscious decision to live with less and to 

work differently, in order to have a life of more, both inside and out. Duane Elgin (2010), who 

wrote what could be considered the manifesto for the voluntary simplicity philosophy, offers a 

beautiful understanding of it when he says:   

To live more voluntarily is to live more deliberately, intentionally, and purposefully—in 

short, it is to live more consciously. We cannot be deliberate when we are distracted. We 

cannot be intentional when we are not paying attention. We cannot be purposeful when 

we are not being present. . . . To live more simply is to unburden ourselves—to live more 

lightly, cleanly, aerodynamically. It is to establish a more direct, unpretentious, and 

unencumbered relationship with all aspects of our lives: the things that we consume, the 

work that we do, our relationships with others, our connections with nature and the 

cosmos, and more (p. 93, italics in original). 

It is important to move up close to some of the tensions found within understandings of 

this lifestyle. We must first distinguish voluntary simplicity from a life of involuntary simplicity, 

where making do with less is the only choice or not a choice at all. Inherent in this, we then need 

to acknowledge the privileges, and very different lived experiences (van Manen, 1990), of those 

who do have the option to choose simplicity. For example, consider the experiences of someone 

choosing to cycle to work for its myriad benefits (physical, mental, economic, ecological) versus 

someone who must cycle to work because they do not have access to any other means of private 

or public transportation. Privilege and lack of privilege, choice and lack of choice, can create 
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disparate experiences of exactly the same activity. 

Next, if we pull back to a big picture view, I find it telling that 83 years ago social 

philosopher Richard Gregg (1936) wrote an essay (in which he coined the term voluntary 

simplicity) in an effort to combat “widespread doubts” about the benefits of living more simply 

(p. 1). He states that, “Our present mental climate is not favorable either to a clear understanding 

of the value of simplicity or to its practice” courtesy of the “vast quantities of things given to us 

by modern mass production and commerce” (p. 1). Gregg goes on to say that, “simplicity seems 

to be [viewed as] a foible of saints and occasional geniuses but not something for the rest of us” 

(p. 1). How much do these thoughts remain true today or, arguably, even more so?  

Part of the difficulty with voluntary simplicity is that there is no single recipe, no 

checklist to qualify as a “real” simplifier (Elgin, 2010). Given that many in our culture seem to 

love binaries and dichotomies, black and white versus shades of gray, there can be many 

common misperceptions of this lifestyle. It is often viewed as a choice only for the uber-wealthy 

who can afford the designer-oriented “minimalist lifestyle.” Or, it is viewed as a life of poverty, 

that is regressive, backwards, and full of sacrifice (Alexander, 2011; Elgin, 2010). But isn’t a life 

in pursuit of more and “never enough” full of its own kinds of sacrifice (Elgin, 2010; Kasser, 

2002; Soper, 2008; Soper, 2012; Twist & Barker, 2017)? Could it not be viewed as regressive, 

when we take in the ecological and social justice implications (Macy & Brown, 2014; Read, 

Alexander, & Garrett, 2018)? Isn’t it a life of poverty, when we look at society without the lens 

of money framing our view (De Graaf et al., 2014; Schor, 1999)? Is it time to redefine 

“prosperity” in ways that are less about Gross Domestic Product and economic growth and more 

about human and planetary flourishing (Costanza et al., 2012; Jackson, 2008; Lovins, Wallis, 

Wijkman, & Fullerton, 2018; Macy & Brown, 2014)?  



ENOUGH IS ENOUGH 14 

Now, I need to point out, I have been coming at this subject from a place that could be 

labeled as middle-class privilege with my own (un)conscious biases, and while these questions 

have been “make-me-squirm-in-my-seat” uncomfortable, they are also continuing to change my 

life. What started as a mystery to unravel, a quest to identify how people might find a sense of 

the good life through voluntary simplicity, has turned into something much more. Through this 

ethnographic (Denzin, 2018; Goodall, 2000; Madison, 2012; Vannini, 2019) and ultimately 

philosophical journey, I have realized the way to find a sense of the good life is through an 

awakening—or more dramatically, an epiphany—which led to major paradigm shifts. A new way 

of seeing the world has created a transition away from hegemonic capitalist “work-to-spend” 

norms where all earthly things are simply resources, to one that focuses instead on the gratitudes, 

pleasures, and satisfactions found in “enough-ness” combined with a reverence for all earthly 

things as kin. This process has resulted in positive identity (re)construction, even transformation, 

along with a sense of congruence with a newly-defined sense of the good life.  

Performing Epiphanies, Ethnography, “Enough” 

Synchronicity of Critical Ethnography, Epiphanies, Deep Conversations 

Ethnography is an exceptional method to more deeply understand a way of living that is 

in many ways counter-cultural (Denzin, 2018; Goodall, 2000; Vannini & Taggart, 2014). 

However, the motivations that pulled me to this research are critical in nature, and so I have 

found myself in the role of the “critical ethnographer” (Denzin, 2018; Madison, 2012). Madison 

(2012) describes this as work that:  

takes us beneath surface appearances, disrupts the status quo, and unsettles both neutrality 

and taken-for-granted assumptions by bringing to light underlying and obscure operations 

of power and control. Therefore, the critical ethnographer resists domestication and moves 
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from ‘what is’ to ‘what could be.’ (p. 5, italics in original)  

First-hand experience has revealed that critical work can be depressing, distressing, and at times 

soul-crushing. But it is that hopefulness and resistance, that desire to “disrupt the status quo,” and 

to perhaps nudge both myself and others toward “what else life could be” that has inspired and 

fueled my work.  

In addition, a beautiful synchronicity between ethnography and epiphanies emerged. For, 

as Denzin (2018) states,  

The critical ethnographer enters those strange and familiar situations that connect critical 

biographical experiences (epiphanies) with culture, history and social structure. He or she 

seeks out those narratives and stories people tell one another as they attempt to make 

sense of the epiphanies, or existential turning point moments, in their lives. In such 

moments persons attempt to take history into and through…liminal stages of experience. 

(p. 39) 

This work that you are reading is full of stories, “strange and familiar situations,” turning 

points, loss of identity, and then identity reconstruction. Rituals play a part too, in the form of 

habits, routines, special moments, and celebrations. Turning points help us to see these familiar 

situations, rituals, and performances as newly strange; as things to be questioned when viewed 

through a different lens (Carey, 2009; Conquergood, 2002; Schechner, 2006). Lastly, there is the 

bewildering ambiguity of liminality (from the Latin word līmen, meaning a “threshold” 

[“Limen,” n.d.]); an existential space that is neither here nor there, and a necessary element of 

the rite of passage, that transformative process awakenings and epiphanies have to offer (Denzin, 

2018). 

A substantial portion of my research materials came in the form of over 20 hours of 
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recorded conversations with individuals who are choosing to live simply in ways that might be 

more accessible to the average person, versus say more extreme simplifiers, such as those living 

off-grid (which has been recently well-studied by Vannini & Taggart, 2014). My two primary 

participants were Bobbi and Kate, with one “supporting actor” in Kate’s husband Matt. The 

reflexive dyadic interview approach used (Ellis & Berger, 2001) was unstructured, creating space 

for open-ended questions and personal reflexivity, and always happened in one of our homes, 

over a morning cup of tea or an evening glass of wine. As a lover of deep conversations, this 

approach was beautiful. It allowed me to dig into the nuances, the tensions, the rituals and habits, 

in ways that illuminated and challenged my own thinking while also providing Kate and Bobbi 

those reflexive opportunities too. For, as Richardson (1997) says, through the sharing of our 

stories, we have offered each other a way of “narrative knowing” (p. 23), and Richardson offers 

an elegant elaboration on the power of this kind of knowing: 

The story of a life is less than the actual life, because the story told is selective, partial, 

contextually constructed and because the life is not yet over. But the story of a life is also 

more than the life, the contours and meanings allegorically extending to others, others 

seeing themselves, knowing themselves through another’s life story, re-visioning their 

own, arriving where they started and knowing ‘the place for the first time.’ (p. 8) 

Meeting Bobbi & (Re)Awakenings  

After a summer full of forest fires and eerie smoky skies painting the sun apocalyptic-

orange, my husband Scott and I are taking advantage of the once-again-blue skies and clean(ish) 

air for a “staycation” at a nearby campground under new ownership. Bobbi, one of the owners, 

greets us with a big smile, and offers to help fill our water tank before we head over to our river-

front site for the weekend. As we chat, I become curious to learn more about Bobbi’s story, and 
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her journey towards a life of more, courtesy of less. I’m sensing Bobbi is a witness, as in, 

someone who can testify to life “before” and “after” simplicity. 

A few weeks later, as Bobbi tucks her super-friendly dogs back into their kennels so we 

can have our first official chat, I take in the space around me. Bobbi and her family live in a log 

home that is very large, but also (un)intentionally rustic, a by-product of an aging former owner. 

In addition, some of its square footage includes the main entry via the camper registration area, 

which they’ve converted into a multi-purpose space: a tiny, quirky yet practical store and mini-

café featuring Miss Ruby, the highly popular espresso machine Bobbi uses to create coffees 

infused with joy. The living room where we’re hanging out for our chats serves as a well-loved 

hub for this family of three. Its high-ceilings and spaciousness are warmed visually by log walls, 

and physically by an enclosed wood-burning fireplace with its supply of fuel neatly stacked 

nearby. The space is simply decorated, offering clean lines, warm textures, uncluttered surfaces, 

and large west-facing windows with breath-taking river views. The rooms I’ve seen reveal the 

character and priorities of this unconventional home and its owners.  

Figure 2. "Seeking serenity" Photo credit: Debra 
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Through the next few hours I learn more about Bobbi’s awakening to a desire for a 

simpler, more satisfying life that happened in stages, prompted (as many awakenings are) by 

trauma and loss. Professional trauma led to PTSD, which in turn led to a major life change from 

probation officer to creative entrepreneur, with all of its interesting financial complexities for 

someone wired to do more, be more, and offer more. Then, layered on top came complicated 

grief, first with the loss of Bobbi’s father to an aggressive disease, followed just three days later 

by the accidental death of a cousin who was a dear friend. A profound awakening occurred for 

her during the stillness of the time she took to be with her Dad in his final days, as those hours 

gave her the gift of sitting, watching, listening, as she simultaneously disconnected from social 

media. The visitors, the cards, the stories shared, both in his hospital room and at his service, 

Figure 3. "Blue sky days" Photo credit: Bobbi 
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offered her a deeper understanding of the kind of life he had pursued. Despite concerns for her 

Dad’s financial well-being in the past, it became obvious he had been living a “good life,” not 

visibly rich in material ways, but more than rich with experiences, connections, joy, and caring. 

It was then that Bobbi knew something in her life needed to change, but what? And how? Within 

the year, it would all become clear. 

August, 2018 

I’m writing my morning pages (a daily ritual suggested by Julia Cameron (2002) in The 

Artist’s Way), but I’m so tired of seeing the same words appear over and over. From my 

youth, I have vivid memories of hours spent sitting on a fallen log, leaning against a tree 

trunk, writing poems and stories in the leafy shade while our family dog explored the 

creek near my feet. My writing/thinking/being hiding-spot was a five-minute walk down 

a steep little hill adjacent to our prairie farm’s home. As I matured, I stopped writing; my 

focus shifted to activities that I believed would lead to a productive, successful, and 

happy life. Now, burnt out and anxious, poetic words are once again asking to be 

written. . . 

My eyes are creating  

a creek of sorrows  

from tears. 

Perhaps I could kayak in them. 

My hands wish to magically make 

trees 

from unkept promises and broken trusts. 

Perhaps I could climb them. 

My feet need to walk  
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miles and miles 

of memories. 

Perhaps I could sing to them. 

My soul offers to stitch me back together 

bits and pieces,  

once again whole. 

Perhaps. 

As the above entry illustrates, another rich source of research material was my journal, 

where I reflected on conversations with Bobbi and Kate, but also wrote about my personal 

experiments with living more simply, and the awakenings, questions, concerns, revelations, and 

synchronicities experienced along the way. My personal journey with voluntary simplicity 

started before I met Kate and Bobbi and, while one of my primary goals was to have their stories 

illuminate this work, weaving my reflexive thinking into this tapestry of many threads offers 

insight into my state of mind and lived experiences that cannot help but colour the completed 

work.   

Meeting Kate & (Re)Defining Riches  

Parked in front of Kate’s house, I sit and admire its character-home curb appeal, well-

suited to the small yet surprisingly spacious lot, courtesy of a corner location and small (by 

current standards) house. A sidewalk runs up the middle, flanked on one side by a gigantic old 

willow, and on the other by two raised gardens constructed of bright cedar, strategically located 

to maximize sunny days during our all-too-short growing season here in northern British 

Columbia. Noting the elegant heart-shaped wreath of dried vines gracing the mailbox beside the 

front door, I knock, announcing my arrival. It’s my first formal “interview” with Kate, but really, 

the intention is for these “reflexive dyadic interviews” (Ellis & Berger, 2001) to be meaningful 
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and curious conversations between two people who care about the topic at hand: the voluntary 

simplicity lifestyle and its connection to the good life. 

In many ways, Kate and her husband Matt’s home represents some key tenets of 

voluntary simplicity: a sense of frugality, a desire to reduce their environmental impact, and a 

contentment with less. Upon completing grad school, they moved back to the city where they 

grew up and took on the task of making their first major purchase: a family home. They knew 

they wanted something with a small footprint suitable for a young family. Kate also suspected it 

wouldn’t be easy but found their wish list seriously challenged in a city where the majority of 

family-oriented neighborhoods was dominated by a “bigger is better” philosophy. Upon viewing 

this particular property—just under 1,300 square feet of finished space on two levels, plus an 

unfinished low-ceilinged (kid-friendly but not Matt-friendly) 800 square feet in the basement—

they fell in love with its character, location, walkable neighborhood, and convenience to 

downtown.  

Figure 4. "The abundance of small" Photo credit: Kate 
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Taking in the warm oak floors, the wood trim and beautiful windows I can see how it 

would check a lot of boxes. It’s a cozy home, not over-flowing with things, but by no means 

sparsely decorated nor giving off a minimalist ethic. Indeed, it challenges the common-place yet 

flawed assumptions of voluntary simplicity as a life of poverty at worst, or sacrifice and 

regression at best (Elgin, 2010). Instead the vibe is very hygge (Wiking, 2016): a home 

consciously curated, each item thoughtfully chosen for its purpose, longevity, and construction. 

Abundant natural materials are visible, from the wool and cotton blankets tucked into a wicker 

basket on the floor, to the live edge wooden coffee table making a statement in front of the 

couch. By the evening-darkened window, an oversized chair designed to comfortably hold an 

adult and a child nestles into the corner, illuminated by a lamp arcing over the space. The 

surfaces of several waist-height shelving units display potted plants, candles and photos, while 

the shelves host books from diverse genres and eras. A small child’s play table with a wooden 

chair is surrounded by more baskets and toddler-friendly shelves containing books, wooden 

puzzles, and coloring supplies. I learn that one of Kate’s goals is to avoid buying plastic in 

Figure 5. "Naturally hygge" Photo credit: Kate 
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favour of natural materials as much as possible, and this room reflects those values in action. I 

can’t help but think that this is a home of riches—books and puzzles and conversations and well-

used spaces—most definitely not a home of sacrifice and regression.  

Kate explains that she’s always viewed herself as a bit of a contrarian and came to the 

notion of living more simply as an adult after the involuntary simplicity of being a financially-

strapped university student, layered on top of growing up in a family with a reasonably frugal 

approach to consuming and spending. Her father was far more interested in social justice than 

materialistic pursuits. “I think I intuitively absorbed Dad’s skepticism of capitalism and 

consumption,” she laughs. One of those rare kids who knows from a young age what she wants 

her path in life to be, Kate decided in Grade 4 she wanted to be a marine biologist. True to form, 

she ultimately attained her Master of Science in Earth & Ocean Sciences, and now consults part-

time from home as a Registered Professional Biologist.  

As I only recently woke up to the idea there might be more fulfilling ways to live than 

what current cultural norms seem to dictate, I feel self-conscious. I’m also disconcerted and 

humbled. This conversation with a young woman, approximately 20 years my junior, has 

demonstrated her ability and willingness to resist the myriad cultural norms that I did not even 

think to question.  

December, 2018  

I sit here wondering how will I know when I have enough data, enough research, enough 

analysis? More existentially though, “enough-ness” is permeating my thinking. When is 

enough truly enough in the life of Debra? What does that even look like? As a young 

adult, I remember my Dad asking me, in a loving yet concerned way: “When will you ever 

be satisfied?” Even now my throat constricts with “the sting of the moment” (Denzin, 

2018, p. 35).   
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Enough? 

As someone who has (too often) identified personal success through external measurables 

and tangibles, this notion of “enough-ness” has created an interesting sandbox to play in. At one 

point, in sleuth mode, I turned to the dictionary for some context and inspiration. What I 

discovered is that the commonly found definitions of “enough” are premised around sufficiency, 

as in “a quantity or degree that satisfies a desire, meets a want, or fulfils a purpose” (“Enough,” 

n.d.). This led me to ask: what is the opposite of “enough?” Here I found common antonyms 

include scarce, poor, deficient, inadequate, lack, shy—the key underlying theme being one of 

insufficiency. But when I consider the opposite of enough from a social perspective, it often 

shows up in ways that could be described as overindulgent, extravagant, excessive, superfluous, 

extra. Now I wonder: what might it mean about our society in general, that we have so many 

antonyms reflective of not enough versus too much or more than enough?  

In the classic Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) argue, “our concepts 

structure what we perceive, how we get around in the world, and how we relate to other people. 

Our conceptual system thus plays a central role in defining our everyday realities” (p. 3). These 

“conceptual systems,” guided by metaphors that we are often unaware of, almost become a form 

of auto-pilot, guiding how we think and act. If we apply this thinking to the concept of “enough,” 

we find a definition based on sufficiency, implying a sense of balance—not too little, not too 

much. Yet, instead I see how the above antonym list epitomizes the power of capitalism’s 

scarcity mindset, or conceptual framework, where “more than enough” struggles to exist in a 

realm advocating “never enough.” Alternatively, or perhaps simultaneously, does “fulfils a 

purpose” (included in the definition quoted above) feed this tension via the futility of finding 

purpose through the things we buy and consume?  
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I have dedicated time to unpacking this one unpretentious word, “enough,” and then 

revealing how our understanding of it is influenced by metaphorical conceptual systems, because 

throughout this work I am endeavoring to offer different ways of seeing how we make sense of 

the world in our daily lives. For, as I worked through the process of more deeply understanding a 

seemingly simple yet individually complex way of living, I found myself captivated by its 

“enough-ness” on multiple levels, slowly revealed in life-changing waves, epiphany building 

upon epiphany.  

January, 2019 

I’m reading a section of Goodall’s (2000) book about the voice of the writer, and how the 

“soul of good writing” is found in “learning to ‘write who you are’” when he shares a 

sample of his own writing (p. 138). Skin prickling, another serendipity, it’s all around me 

now that I’m seeing it: “Never Enough.” 

. . . the joke of a life that rushes us all too quickly to nowhere, regardless of our 

birth, looks, language, or money, and that requires us all to pay taxes along the 

way, taxes that are taken from wages that are never enough, wages that take 

time away from a life that is never enough, when what waits for us is the great 

trapdoor at the bottom end of the twentieth century that should mark our 

common tombstones thusly: 

This citizen was born, reared, and educated, 

Got a job in order to consume, 

Consumed like hell, 

Was famous, locally, for it, 

Realized that no matter how much was consumed it was 

Never Enough, 



ENOUGH IS ENOUGH 26 

Then retired, 

Then died.  

(p. 138) 

In contrast to “never enough,” Kate’s immediate response when asked to offer a one-

word answer to the question, “How can people find a sense of the good life through voluntary 

simplicity?” is, “Less.” Bobbi offers up an equally resonant answer, “Gratitude.” Therein the 

formula “less + gratitude = more” is born. 

Kate shares how this shows up in her life, shapes her life. By living more simply, she has 

less impact on habitats and other species, less financial needs (wants) and concerns, less time 

spent shopping, less “stuff” to look after and maintain, less stress, less competition and pressure 

to “keep up with the Joneses.” She laughs that her lifestyle could be viewed as Luddite territory, 

as neither she nor her husband own any mobile devices. She is an occasional social media user 

via her computer, but that’s it. Kate admits that her contrarian nature initially influenced this 

decision, but it has been solidified by her frustrations with observing how technology usage has 

been getting in the way of real-life connection. Zero time spent checking her phone or endlessly 

scrolling social media means more time for the people right in front of her. She points out how in 

all of her examples, viewing “less” through a positive lens reveals different, wonderful kinds of 

“more.” And, like Bobbi, Kate leans on her gratitude whenever she finds herself tempted, as she 

puts it, to “consume more than my fair share.”  

Bobbi’s gratitude is guiding her search for joy and connection on this path of simplifying 

her life, and finding the “more of less.” In the past, she wouldn’t have described herself as overly 

materialistic, but confesses to regular stops at Winners, all too conveniently located on the drive 

home from her former downtown studio. During their “executive house” period, having a large 

home meant there was always room for more – more décor, more furniture, more fashion. Now, 



ENOUGH IS ENOUGH 27 

she is shopping less, seeking quality when she does buy, and purchases (including everything 

from groceries to clothes to house needs) are planned versus impulsive. Even more importantly, 

in her mind, is how it is showing up in how she spends her time, and who she spends it with. That 

“whitespace” has been a precious gift that she now diligently protects. 

In order to experience a different kind of abundance through “gratitude” and “less,” many 

of us need to first wake up, and become conscious of the far-reaching, overwhelmingly negative 

implications of our consumption-fueled lives. Thus, my answer to the same question I asked 

Bobbi and Kate became “epiphany.” Turning points, wake up calls, close calls, epiphanies—

these “ah-ha!” moments provide major realizations, offering us a different way of seeing the 

world, setting us out on a new path, if we let them. Both Bobbi and I have experienced this form 

of “waking up.” Less so for Kate who is more of a contrarian by nature and has always lived 

more simply, and yet even within her stories I found evidence of “ah-ha!” moments that caused 

her to see important things, in her life as a simplifier, differently.  

McDonald (2005, 2008) describes epiphany as “a profound illumination of the 

inauthentic and authentic modes of self-identity, which provide the impetus for a more honest 

and courageous encounter with the conditions of existence” (2008, p. 89), and how it is “a 

breaking down of an individual’s expectation structure. In the tumult of a key episode, previous 

expectations give way to and are replaced by new ones” (2005, p. 26). Kien (2013) offers an 

elaboration of Denzin’s notion of epiphany as a “moment of lived experience that one can 

identify as a turning point in one’s understanding of oneself and one’s relationship to the world”  

(p. 578). It is Maya Angelou’s definition of epiphany, however, that I most resonate with. In an 

interview, she exquisitely describes epiphany as “the occurrence when the mind, the body, the 

heart, and the soul focus together and see an old thing in a new way” (Ballard, n.d.).  
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Realizing “enough is enough”  

February 2019 

Unwittingly, unknowingly, I naively bought into the promises of our capitalist world. 

“Work hard, be successful, make good money, have a good life.” Despite the hard work, 

being successful, and making good money, the good life has been eluding me. I’m waking 

up to why, and it’s painful. I feel like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz (LeRoy & Fleming, 1939) 

when her dog Toto reveals the production of a false wizard via a puppeteer, the man 

behind the curtain. This was not what Dorothy expected. It’s not what I expected. 

Deceived, and now painfully yet gratefully aware.  

It is tragic irony that the over-consumption-oriented model of “Western-style” societies is 

simultaneously destroying our planet, wreaking havoc on our relationships, and leaving many so 

depleted there is little left for being good citizens (Alexander & Ussher, 2012; Jackson, 2008; 

Putnam, 1998; Schor, 1999; Turkle, 2015). In addition, as Kasser (2002) states, “the more 

materialistic values are at the center of our lives, the more our quality of life is diminished” 

showing up as “reported lower levels of happiness and self-actualization and higher levels of 

depression, anxiety, narcissism, antisocial behavior, and physical problems such as headaches” 

(p. 14, italics added). So why do we keep living this way? 

The challenge is that how we view the world, and our place in it, is “restrained and 

limited by the kinds of cultural stories available to us” (Richardson, 1997, p. 2). The competitive 

nature of a scarcity mindset, so deeply embedded in our cultural systems, reflects what 

Buckminster Fuller calls a “you-or-me” world. Courtesy of technological advances, he believes 

the transition to a “you-and-me” world is not only possible, but essential (Twist & Barker, 2017).  

 

 



ENOUGH IS ENOUGH 29 

January, 2018 

“More is better” + “Bigger is better” ≠ Freedom 

A mess of our own making, our own choices, (un)consciously competing, living life as if 

books do in fact get judged by their covers. Happiness and contentment supposedly just 

one more achievement and one more purchase away. Now, I know change is needed but 

it’s elusive. Trapped. Bowing under the weight of a “successful” life. Trying not to break. 

Awakenings, Protective Cocoons, & Ruptures   

McDonald wrote that “epiphanies are preceded by periods of anxiety, depression, and 

inner turmoil” (2008, p. 98). Similarly, Bobbi admits that the “Bobbi before” was indeed 

depressed. Despite her best efforts to drag herself back into a healthier place, she felt like she 

was treading water, numb. While living what could broadly be viewed as a “successful life,” I 

too relate to this sensation of treading water, having lived many years with a feeling of 

permanent exhaustion; a sense of never being enough, often (privately) frustrated, ashamed, 

angry, deeply sad. This time of “inner turmoil” that McDonald suggests can arrive as a sense of 

Figure 6. "Bowing, but not breaking" Photo credit: Debra 
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personal regression, a massive step back before an even more massive leap forward can occur, 

creating fertile soil for the growth opportunities offered by epiphanies and awakenings. 

Denzin brilliantly captures this process of an awakening when he conceptualizes 

epiphanies as “ritually structured liminal experiences connected to moments of breach, crisis, 

redress, reintegration and schism, crossing from one space to another” (2018, p. 40). It is a 

rupture of the “pre-established framework on how to live life [which] provides a regime of truth 

and serves as a form of ‘protective cocoon’ that provides security” (Cherrier & Murray, 2007, p. 

14). As Cherrier and Murray’s (2007) research indicates, it can also be a time when “questioning 

the normative background of life [leads] to a stage of distancing emotionally and physically from 

social shaping” because the event has “interrupted how one lives and shapes life” (p. 17). As 

much as human beings are blessed with a high degree of agency this “social shaping,” via 

unchallenged frameworks and their “regimes” or versions of the truth, can be a hidden force in 

our lives. Once revealed, the “protective cocoon” and illusion of security shatters.  

It makes sense that we distance ourselves during these times. In the last few years I have 

often felt like a bear in hibernation, seeking out a cave where I could leave behind my 

perceptions of social pressures and expectations; reluctantly, grumpily coming out only when 

forced to do so. But I realize now, this metaphor of a cocoon is perhaps more fitting. Because 

unlike the bear who is sleeping and waiting, I have been hard at work. In spinning and knitting 

my own version of a protective cocoon, I have opened up time and space and energy for winged 

transformation: a metamorphosis. 

Bobbi: In Transition & “After” 

 “Hey Bobbi – check this out. There’s a campground just outside of town for sale. Maybe 

we should go look at it. What do you think?” her husband had asked, holding out his phone to 
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show the listing he found online. They were still navigating grief, mid-way into a major 

renovation of a small home they intended to flip, and working on plans to build on an acreage. 

This came out of left field, but next thing she knew they had made the biggest purchase of their 

lives. Unlike the large executive-style house they had once owned, this property with its 

neglected log home and interesting potentialities sung to her from the start. But it was the river, 

the rocky beach, and the massive trees, which turned the decision-making process into a heart-

based one.  

 “Sometimes when I make decisions, I ask, ‘Does it feel heavy or does it feel light?’ (The 

idea of) building was feeling heavy – whereas this?” she gestures to the beauty on the other side 

of her window, “just felt light. And I couldn’t explain it. I couldn’t put words to it; it just felt like 

we needed to do this.” In doing so, Bobbi also found purpose and meaning in unexpected and 

unanticipated ways. Despite her family’s concerns about re-triggering PTSD, she now volunteers 

with the community fire department and finds it “fills her well” through the sense of community 

Figure 7. "Hearts everywhere" Photo credit: Debra 
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and service. She shed the “heaviness” of the professional photography studio for a more personal 

approach, often capitalizing on their property’s natural beauty as a backdrop. She has started 

facilitating on-site workshops on her two favourite topics: photography and joy. She and her 

husband have re-built the existing campground into a true business, already establishing a 

reputation for abundant serenity, smiles, and scenic appeal. In many ways this may not sound 

like simplifying, and yet it truly is. Bobbi feels this life to be “lighter.” It’s filled with more joy 

and purpose, that have little to do with consumerist norms, and far more to do with having fewer, 

but deeper relationships; shedding her “professional” role for a more authentic one; and having 

the space in life to sit by the river and say “yes” to unexpected experiences when they arise. 

When I ask Bobbi what she misses about “before,” she thinks for a moment before smiling the 

kind of smile that lights up her whole face, and replies, “I have to say, I really don’t miss 

anything.”  

Happiness, Revolutions, & Solitude 

 In 2012, Samuel Alexander and Simon Ussher (both scholars involved with The 

Simplicity Institute) published a paper sharing results of a multi-national online survey with 

Figure 8. "When the student is ready" Photo credit: Debra 
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2268 participants, producing one of “the most extensive sociological examinations of the  

[voluntary simplicity] movement available” at that time (p. 67). When it came to happiness, the 

results “overwhelmingly showed that the transition toward a simpler life increased happiness” (p. 

76).   

Then how do we wake up from the “cultural hypnosis of consumerism” (Elgin, 2010, p. 

158), and what might it do for us if we did? In Big Magic, Elizabeth Gilbert (2015) shares a story 

relevant to this very question. It is about her friend Karen who returned to figure skating in her 

forties, upon realizing the joy and lightness she experienced on the ice in her youth had been 

missing from her adult life.  

Skating made her feel alive and ageless. She stopped feeling like she was nothing more 

than a consumer, nothing more than the sum of her daily obligations and duties. She was 

making something of herself, making something with herself…It was a revolution. A 

literal revolution, as she spun to life again on the ice—revolution upon revolution upon 

revolution… (p. 11, italics added) 

Living more simply can also be a “literal revolution.” It opens up “whitespace” (Gray, 

2014), beyond the daily obligations and duties of work-spend-work-spend-repeat-repeat. This 

idea of whitespace makes room for what Gilbert (2015) calls “creative living,” and she assures us 

that a “creative life is an amplified life. It’s a bigger life, a happier, life, an expanded life, and a 

hell of a lot more interesting life” (p. 12). What I have seen and heard from my new friends Kate 

and Bobbi, they would concur. I suspect Kate might try to tell me she is not “creative,” but I have 

seen her work, her writing, her home: She too is living a creative and amplified life.  

Philosophically, isn’t there “something morally perverse about consuming in ways that do 

not advance personal happiness while others suffer in material destitution” (Alexander & Garrett, 
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2017, p. 6)? Talk about cognitive dissonance. Perhaps it is little wonder we are struggling to be 

happy? As Goldman (2014) says about happiness: “We misinterpret success, desire, enterprise, 

even things we love, as the state of happiness. Mostly in my daily life I don’t even consider 

happiness, so busy dashing after life, defending, building, developing, even fighting, asserting, 

arguing” (p. 32). What happens when we hit the “pause” button? Goldman says happiness is 

there for everyone to access, but we can only do so through “our stillness,” (p. 32) as “it arises 

and with our attention we notice it” (p. 36). But if we are too busy, that ability to pay attention 

eludes us and “instead we end up stampeding over it, buying things, or creating great suffering 

through hate, prejudice, frozen ideas” (p. 36). 

Yet stillness is becoming difficult to find. In his latest book, Digital Minimalism, Newport 

(2019) identifies and names a disturbing trend: “solitude deprivation” (p.103). He describes it as 

a “state in which you spend close to zero time alone with your own thoughts and free from input 

from other minds” (p. 103). I invite you to re-read that sentence. Now consider, what might the 

ramifications be, of having so little time with our own thoughts while being bombarded with 

input from others? What are we sacrificing? Unfortunately, Newport reveals that it appears the 

children born after 1995—“the first group to enter their preteen years with access to 

smartphones, tablets, and persistent internet connectivity” (p. 104) —are the canaries in the coal 

mine. Early data appear to link this constant connectivity and lack of solitude with alarming, sky-

rocketing rates of teen anxiety, depression, and suicide (pp. 106-108).  

Solitude matters. It offers us the opportunity for self-reflection, which brings with it “the 

ability to clarify hard problems, to regulate [our] emotions, to build moral courage, and to 

strengthen relationships” (Newport, 2019, p. 104). If we look at Thoreau’s cabin experiment, and 

the resulting stories shared in Walden: or, Life in the Woods (2005, originally published in 1854), 
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Newport reveals that what Thoreau sought was “the ability to move back and forth between a 

state of solitude and a state of connection…. He would have rejected a life of true hermit-style 

isolation with the same vigor with which he protested the thoughtless consumerism of the early 

industrial age” (pp. 110-111).  

Waking up to “Enough is Enough!”  

Kate: Caring Choices 

  “If money was really important to me, I would have chosen a different career path,” Kate 

laughs. “I’ve learned to tone down my outspoken inner activist, but couple of years ago I hit a 

tipping point, I think. It’s like, seriously, when are we going to wake up and get it? The world 

can’t survive as we know it without bees, or worms, or salmon, but it would be just fine without 

us here. Actually, it would be better than fine!” She pauses, and takes a deep breath, “Yah, I get 

kind of worked up about this, as you can tell. So, I’ve gotten good at channeling my frustration 

and anger with the human race in general into my work. That allows me to still be kind…and 

non-judgmental with those I care about.”  

This sounds like a tricky balancing act, and I ask her about feeling tensions with this, in 

those valued relationships, and how does she handle it? “A few years ago, I realized that if I kept 

trying to ‘educate’ them, to change their choices, that I was at risk of losing relationships 

important to me. I think a key moment was when my sister was pregnant with her first child, and 

I was like, ‘Well, you have to do cloth diapers, I mean seriously, come on, it’s 2015, you just 

can’t justify the landfill contribution of disposables.’ And she was like ‘Kate there is NO way 

that I’m doing cloth. Like, zero chance.’ I remember being so frustrated. But it was also a wake-

up call. I mean, I love my sister and I really value our relationship. To risk losing it over 

something like disposable diapers?” She continues, “No. No way. So, I decided to just not really 
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go there anymore. We talk about other stuff that’s important; we just don’t go there. And when 

we do, I think we’ve both learned to stay neutral, or at least we try to. It’s hard though. It’s easy 

to get frustrated, and I have to watch that my ego doesn’t get in the way. It’s not my place to 

judge others’ choices, even though … I know they’re wrong!” Kate laughs at this, but I hear a 

degree of discomfort in her voice. It’s another “hot button.” However, it’s one she has learned to 

temper, as life experience has helped her to approach life in general with more compassion and 

grace and, in doing so, she can offer herself those things too. “Seriously though, I’ve come to 

believe most of us are just doing the best we can at the time, with what we have to work with,” 

says Kate. And there’s that grace at work.  

As she’s been talking, several of my own hot buttons reveal themselves. Selfishly, I have 

to admit that a big part of why I came to this research was out of a desire to live a more 

meaningful, satisfying and less stressed out life. Listening to Kate talk though, I realize how little 

attention I have given to the impact my choices have on the natural world. It reveals another 

source of disconcerting disconnection in my own life.  

Comprehending the Impact of “Human Chauvinism” 

One choice is to continue along our current path of increasingly unsustainable 

consumption, knowing that it leads to a future of ecological ruin, and the other is to 

confront the reality of unsustainable consumer societies, bring this taboo topic squarely 

into our public conversation, and search for realistic alternatives. This is an extremely 

difficult public conversation because it challenges the underlying paradigm of 

materialism and the self-image of nations who are identified as consumer societies. 

(Elgin, 2010, p. 2, italics added).  

Indeed, I am experiencing first-hand what a difficult public (and private) conversation this can 
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be, and I am realizing how Kate’s growing frustration with the human race is a legitimate one. 

The more I read, the more aware I become of the “human chauvinism” that insidiously permeates 

our culture and (un)consciousness. This kind of critical thinking is reflective of deep ecology. 

Macy and Brown (2014) have much of value to offer on this topic: 

In contrast to reform environmentalism, which treats the symptoms of ecological 

degradation—clean up a river here or a dump there for human benefit—deep ecology 

questions fundamental premises of the Industrial Growth Society. It challenges the 

assumptions, embedded in much Judeo-Christian and Marxist thought, that humans are 

the ultimate measure of value. (p. 43) 

Furthermore, deep ecologist John Seed, an Australian rainforest activist, helps put things in 

perspective for the geological period known as the Anthropocene in which we are living when he 

says: “Anthropocentrism means human chauvinism. Similar to sexism, but substitute ‘human 

race’ for man and ‘all other species’ for woman” (Fleming, Macy, Naess, & Seed, 1988, p. 35). 

Just as all forms of discrimination and injustice constrict us, there are vast rewards in moving 

beyond these ways of thinking (Macy & Brown, 2014).  

Theoretically, moving beyond the practices of discrimination and Othering connects 

beautifully into Buber’s (1970) concept of “I-Thou.” Leighton (in press) effectively brings this 

concept into her ecopsychology work, as “I-Thou” offers us a way of seeing beyond the 

superficial surface of things. She shares how, in more modern terms, “I-You” “asks us to look 

into rather than ‘at’. . . .[And as] we start to see ourselves in each Other, we can see how much 

more alike we are than not” (para. 7, italics in original). This way of seeing is in distinct tension 

with many ideological meaning-making norms. But imagine how it might positively change our 

own lives, and then the world along with it, if more of us could “look into rather than at” all 
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other living things, human and other-than-human.  

Bobbi: (Re)Connecting, Protectors, Mystery 

Since relocating from the city, Bobbi’s sense of connection to the natural world beyond 

the walls of her home has become an integral part of her life. She sits by the river when she can, 

water flowing between her toes when the weather allows. There are times when she finds herself 

so overcome by the sheer joy of the place, and her place in it, that she’s let out big exuberant 

whoops of “Woohoo” and “YES!!” This special connection to the land and water was deepened 

when they experienced their first spring thaw and legitimate concerns of an impending flood. As 

the snow melted in the mountains, and the water levels rose, Bobbi spent a lot of time watching 

the river, and having conversations with it. 

“I would reach out, touch it, and say, ‘I know what you need to do, but we’re going to ask 

that you just stay away from our house please?’” she laughs. “But yah, I would just have these 

conversations, asking for its help, its protection.”  

They had friends come out to strategically drop large logs in an effort to deflect the water 

away from their home, while also protecting the riverbanks at risk of further erosion. But the 

 Figure 9. "Winter-time river-time" Photo credit: Bobbi 
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river had its own ideas.  

“One night we came home and it was a fairly bright moon. I remember pulling up the 

driveway and looking over at the river, and asking my husband, ‘What is that?!?’ He looks out to 

where I’m pointing, squints, and says ‘Oh - it looks like it’s a big tree.’ So the next day we went 

and looked, and sure enough, there was this massive tree that kind of banked itself (against some 

other natural debris) . . . and then all of these other trees started to pile around it.” That one tree 

led to a natural dam forming, ensuring the majority of fast-flowing river water was diverted away 

from the shoreline around their property. Over the coming days Bobbi had several gratitude 

conversations with the river, telling it how amazing it was, and thanking it for the gift of this tree. 

“When the water went down, we walked out there. We’re sitting on the tree, and I’m like, 

‘I love this tree. We have to find a way to keep it here because this is our protector.’ We walked 

around to the root system and right on the very bottom were the initials “K.C.” carved into the 

wood. Those are my husband’s cousin’s initials. The one who died in the avalanche. And all of a 

sudden we got this shot of goosebumps running up our arms.”   

Figure 10. "Momma-daughter afternoon" Photo credit: Bobbi 
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Interconnectedness: Psyche, Earth, Purpose 

The interconnectedness of everything has become a fascinating aspect of my research, 

and as such, has drawn me to systems thinking. Macy and Brown (2014) deftly explain the 

fundamental differences between a mechanistic and a systems’ view of reality when they state 

that: 

The mechanistic view of reality separated substance from process, self from other, mind 

from matter. In the systems perspective, these dichotomies no longer hold. What appeared 

to be separate and self-existent entities are now seen as interdependent and interwoven.  

What had appeared to be other can be equally construed as a concomitant of self, like a 

fellow-cell in the neural patterns of a larger body. What we had been taught to dismiss as 

mere feelings are responses to our world no less valid than rational constructs. 

Sensations, emotions, intuitions, concepts all condition each other, each a way of 

apprehending the relationships that weave our world. (p. 41, italics in original) 

Building on this distinction, Gaia theory, named after the Greek goddess of Earth, is the 

hypothesis that “presents the entire biosphere of Earth as a self-organizing system. . . . We no 

longer see Earth as just a rock we live upon, but as a living process in which we participate” (p. 

43). Taking the concept even deeper reveals a major systems insight: “mind is not separate from 

nature; it is of nature” (p. 50, italics in original).  

Macy’s primary work taps into deep ecology for the purposes of ecopsychology, the 

“name most often used for this . . . synthesis of the psychological . . . and the ecological” 

(Roszak, 1995, p. 4). The purpose of Macy’s (2014), The Work that Reconnects (TWTR) is “to 

bring people into a new relationship with their world,” and “to empower them” in efforts “to 

reclaim their lives” (p. 65). Furthermore, “ecopsychology proceeds from the assumption that at 
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its deepest level the psyche remains sympathetically bonded to the Earth that mothered us into 

existence” (Roszak, 1995, p. 5). As Leighton (in press) shares, TWTR “provides a profound 

understanding of the necessity of gratitude in the face of difficulty and the importance of deep 

identification with Others” (para. 14). Which, once again, brings me back to the mystery and 

magic of synchronicity. 

February, 2019 

“Mystery” has been an underlying frame for my writing. Then I read Goodall’s (2000) 

understanding of “mystery,” and a startling synchronicity is revealed (in a footnote no 

less) when he writes:  

‘mystery’ is a fundamental orientation toward participation in the existential 

drama and phenomenology of everyday life. Viewed this way ‘mystery’ 

encourages us to see ourselves as connected to others, whereas a ‘problem-

solution’ orientation separates us from each other by emphasizing differences in 

reasons for behavior, choice, and speech. (p. 47) 

Connected-ness versus separate-ness, mystery as a form of systems-thinking! I’ve 

(proudly) considered myself an effective problem-solver. But has that been compounding 

my sense of disconnection from self, others, and the world?  

Synchronicities showed up with such abundance and abandon during this writing that I 

cannot even begin to share them all. In his book, Synchronicity, Cambray (2009) shares how 

psychoanalyst Carl Jung “aimed at expanding the Western worlds’ core conceptions of nature 

and the psyche. . . . [and] challenged the status quo, urging us to go beyond the readily 

explainable, beyond the restrictions of a cause-effect reductive description of the world, to seeing 

the psyche as embedded into the substance of the world” (p. 1, italics added). This notion of our 

psyches being rooted into the broader world is also found in Elgin’s thinking (2010) when he 
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proposes that, “Living simply and sustainably is a direct expression of our growing maturity” (p. 

159). It is this “growing maturity” that offers our psyches more, for “(a)s we grow into the 

aliveness, material riches lose their former appeal compared with the rewards of experiential 

riches of spending time in nature’s wildness, engaging in meaningful relationships, and doing 

work that contributes to the well-being of life” (p. 167). McDonald's (2005) dissertation research 

supports this theory. He found that the top five values before experiencing an epiphany were (in 

this order) wealth, adventure, achievement, pleasure and being respected (p. 41). In contrast, the 

top five values post-epiphany were spirituality, personal peace, family, God’s will and honesty 

(p. 41). Does this mean epiphanies are always spiritual in nature? Not necessarily, but I can attest 

to the fact that wake-up calls can re-focus attention to what we truly value and appreciate, 

including the other-than-human world around us. Many simplifiers have a deep reverence for the 

natural world in which we are but one living component (Elgin, 2010; Macy, 2007).  

Also relevant to voluntary simplicity, McDonald (2005) found that “all participants 

mentioned the importance of ‘service,’ of living a generative life and making a commitment to 

bettering the world in some way” (p. 34). From Kate’s and Bobbi’s stories, it is evident they 

confirm these findings. While Bobbi brings religious beliefs to her journey, Kate brings a deep 

reverence for the earth and other-than-human living things who are endangered by her own 

species’ actions. They both feel an intense connection to nature and view it as a source of 

reconnection and wonder. They both are finding the means to live purposeful and generative 

lives, perform valuable service, and have a desire to better the world in resonant ways.  

Unexpectedly, I’m (We’re) Also Enough  

Identity Work: The Roles of Consumption, Pain, Liminality 

October, 2018 

This identity work has me questioning everything, even my book collection. So, I count 
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them: 596 books in total, 437 physical books plus 159 on my e-reader. People have been 

amused by the paradox of seeking simplicity juxtaposed against my bookshelves. I start 

pulling books down one by one, questioning why I own it, does it still serve me, will I read 

it again? I realize that growing up, I was not the cool kid, not the athletic kid, not the 

clever kid, so I hung my identity on being smart. As an adult, I can see now that having 

lots of books on display has felt like a visual representation of my “smartness.” Digging 

deeper, however, reveals that books have always been a refuge, a way to escape my 

social awkwardness, an identity security blanket. With this new awareness, I reduce the 

number of physical books on my shelves down to 200 within just a few hours.  

And, look at that. I’m still me.  

Duane Elgin (2010) advises that, “Transforming our levels and patterns of consumption 

requires our looking directly into how we create our sense of identity and seek our happiness” (p. 

3). I am learning this transformation requires a lot of letting go, picking through the stories we 

tell ourselves, and releasing those that are no longer serving us. Solnit (2013) talks about how we 

often cling to these stories, even when we’re miserable. And then she says, “You have to die a 

little to be reborn, and death comes first, the death of a story, a familiar version of yourself” (p. 

242).  

In addition, Kien (2013) wisely urges, “We must go back to that moment of 

pain….reexamine it, return to it again and again, turning it over, re-examining it, challenging it, 

understanding it, forging new paths forward from it” (p. 578). Further insights are found in the 

work of Turner (1981), who writes: 

Liminality is, of course, an ambiguous state, for social structure, while it inhibits full 

social satisfaction, gives a measure of finiteness and security; liminality may be for many 

the acme of insecurity, the breakthrough of chaos into cosmos, of disorder into order . . . 
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Liminality may [also] be the scene of disease, despair, death, suicide, the breakdown 

without compensatory replacement of normative, well-defined social ties and bonds.     

(p. 46) 

For life is performance, even when we are completely unaware of it. The roles we play and the 

masks we wear in the “dramaturgical sites” of life, where “people take sides, forcing, 

threatening, inducing, seducing, cajoling, nudging, loving, living, abusing and killing one 

another” (Denzin, 2018, p. 38) . . . or themselves. I find myself returning to the moment of pain, 

again and again, trying to find a way out of the despair beneath the question, “Why can’t people 

just be more kind?”  

August 2018 

I’m in a meadow, a narrow path below my tentatively moving feet. Other trails are visible 

around me, all narrow, none well-travelled. Despite the calm grassy greens, the space is 

deeply uncomfortable, triggering trepidation, anxiety, nervousness. Then, I wake up, 

body tense, alert. “Ah. It’s just a dream.” But it is one with clues to undercurrents, 

generated by the messy work of identity deconstruction and reconstruction, as I search 

for this multi-faceted “enough-ness.” I see in this dream a reflection of my fears: the fear 

of losing my way, of not choosing the “right” path, or even worse, of choosing a path 

that leaves me all alone in the wilderness.  

As I walk a neighborhood trail with my dog, I go back to a conversation Kate and I had 

around the stress we often feel when others come visit our homes. Kate spends a lot of time in 

their home with her two young children and has created a space that feels like a haven for all of 

them. For some reason, this translates into discomfort with having others come into that space. 

“It’s not with everyone,” she had said, “like my good friends, my family, you, I enjoy it. This 

doesn’t stress me out.” I can relate. As two introverts who bonded over reading Susan Cain’s 
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(2012) Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, our homes are calm 

harbours in an extraverted world. But I will also admit to being a “clean-for-company” person. 

Unlike Kate, who identifies as a contrarian, I have always cared—far too much, I am realizing—

about what others think. The idea of someone coming in and seeing clutter laying about, or 

heaven forbid, dirty floors or a bathroom in need of attention, makes me queasy. With Kate, 

however, I sense something else going on, and the clues are in another conversation. 

Kate: Unexpected Tensions 

 We’re sitting on Kate’s couch that very first evening, and I’ve just asked her where she 

finds the tensions and challenges of living more simply. After a thoughtful pause, she shares that 

living more simply actually reduces the stresses she might otherwise feel. Then she goes on, 

“But I used to feel stressed about trying to explain our choices to others. Y’know, I’m just so 

tired of hearing people say ‘Oh what a cute starter home! But now that you’ve got the two girls, 

you’ll need something bigger, you know, with a playroom, and a dining room’ and all of these 

other things that I’m soooo not interested in having. And when I say, ‘No, actually, this is it! This 

is the house, and we’re going to be here for a very long time because we love it. It suits our 

needs perfectly.’ And they just look at me, with this kind, but condescending, knowing look on 

their face, like I’ll find out. Just wait. I’ll realize that this is not enough. It’s like everyone thinks 

that if we could afford more house, or more ‘toys’, or newer vehicles with DVD players in them, 

that we would do that. But it is truly not a financial decision for us. It’s about not wanting those 

things. Which I guess just confuses people. So they have to rationalize it for me, because they 

think that’s what I’m doing,” she sighs. “I’ve learned to give up on trying to convince other 

people. It very easily becomes a situation of ‘me thinks she doth protest too much,’ but seriously! 

It’s so frustrating!” she says with a laugh. Despite Kate’s self-proclaimed, contrarian nature, 
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under that laughter I hear deep discomfort with this notion of being misread, misjudged, 

misunderstood.  

Just because “(l)iving ever more consciously goes to the very heart of our species nature 

and to our core evolutionary journey as a human community,” does not mean it is easy (Elgin, 

2010, p. 80). I am going to suggest it appears some humans are further along on that evolutionary 

journey than others. Through this research Kate discovered that, in some ways, not coming to 

this way of living through an epiphany makes it a different kind of hard. It irritates her that she 

still finds herself placing so much importance on others understanding her choices and believing 

her reasons for them. It is simultaneously disheartening when others feel compelled to come up 

with alternate explanations for her way of living, simply because not wanting “bigger, newer, 

more” is such a foreign concept. Kate’s desired epiphany? To someday stop caring whether 

people believe that this truly is the life she wants.  

Figure 11. "A truly enough life" Photo credit: Matt 
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Wild(ness) Conversations 

November, 2018 

I’m sitting beneath a majestic tree, that upon first sighting brought fairy tales to mind. 

History, and mystery, and gentle power emanate from it; its behemoth branches 

covered in velvety vibrant moss, hosts to abundant ferns growing ten, fifteen, thirty 

feet above ground. A mentor suggested I come here, to have a conversation with this 

mysterious tree, as she sensed it had things to share with me. I had revealed the deep 

feelings of guilt and shame being provoked by my research, and she had replied, “Tell 

the tree. Ask her what to do with it. She’ll know. And maybe ask her who she is while 

you’re there. See what she has to say.” 

So, here I sit in a little hollow crook between mossy-covered roots, leaning 

against her steadiness while feeling a jumble of emotions and thoughts: sheepishly 

wondering if anyone is going to come along the trail and see me sitting here, suspecting 

that I might cry, hating the idea of crying in public, but mostly wondering how to initiate 

a conversation with a tree. 

“So, Tree. I’m not sure where to start…” 

Start where you are. 

“…I have so much shame. I don’t know what to do with it all…” 

And immediately, from somewhere deep inside my body, not the same voice I hear in my 

head, a voice-that-is-mine-but-not-mine replies, softly, kindly, accepting, gently amused:  

“Ah, Debra. That’s just you feeling bad about not getting it right again.” 

I’m stunned. What a revelation. Even this—this deep, dark, depressing, anxiety-inducing 

shame—is about me and my ego. My discomfort with not being “perfect,” not being 

good “enough,” and the shame of letting others down even when I have tried my best. 
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And in that moment, I feel the soft gentleness, the kind acceptance, the slightly amused 

love. Lighter. No tears, no sadness, no guilt. Just lightness. I have to sit with this for a few 

minutes, turning the words over and over, yet intuitively knowing the truth in them.  

Then tentatively, I hope for one more answer: “Tree, who are you?” 

Voice-that-is-mine-but-not-mine replies: “I am you.”  

Eyes wide, dumbfounded, almost speechless, but this time I challenge her: “Oh goodness 

Tree, no! Look at you – you’re so strong, majestic, resilient. Look at all those ferns and 

moss and life you are hosting on your limbs . . .” 

Silence.   

Sitting, waiting, hoping. But no further response leaves me walking away, confused, 

questioning what I heard, where it came from, what it means.  

Figure 12. "Saudade" Photo credit: Debra 
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The next day, as I write my morning pages these words flow onto the paper: “Could ‘I am 

you’ also be a way of saying ‘We are all One’?” Voice-that-is-mine-but-not-mine says quietly, 

happily: “Yes.” 

Just recently, while writing this segment, I stumbled across a precept often used as a 

greeting in the Mayan tradition, “In Lak’ech Ala K’in,” which translates to “I am You/You are 

Me.” The common meaning today is “you are my other me” (Valdez, n.d.). We are all One.  

Once awake, we can become conscious and aware. This is the “entry into a much larger 

journey” (Elgin, 2010, p. 82), and my research substantiates Elgin’s (2010) thinking that when 

“we tune in to our movement through life, our experience of ‘self’ is gradually though 

profoundly transformed. As we learn to watch ourselves ever more precisely and intimately, the 

Figure 13. "Rooted resilience" Photo credit: Debra 
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boundaries between the ‘self-in-here’ and the ‘world-out-there’ begin to dissolve” (p. 82). As 

Rilke suggests, “If we could surrender to Earth’s intelligence, we would rise up rooted, like 

trees” (cited in Macy & Brown, 2014, p. 63).  

Fairy Tales, Becoming, & Not-Fairy-Tale Endings 

 I set out believing I was a supporting character in this story similar to a detective, 

endeavouring to solve a puzzle, a mystery, a “big” question with the help of Kate and Bobbi and 

their stories. What I discovered instead is this story has more in common with fairy tale and myth 

motifs full of magic and mystique, versus a simple mystery. My “route of becoming” has 

included unexpected journeys down myriad rabbit holes; tornado-like ideas carrying me to new 

places; and formerly invisible systems (under the guise of seemingly omniscient, powerful 

wizards) becoming visible in their falseness. Enchantments and curses and spells, 

disenchantments and awakenings, rituals and performances, communication with other-than-

humans, inspired quests and challenges, newly found courage and wisdom.  

Goodall (2000) says that you don’t choose to do ethnography so much as “it chooses 

you” (p. 9, italics in original). It feels like this research chose me, the pull of it irresistible, 

turning me into a willing conduit. My journey revealed that voluntary simplicity is not about 

counting all of the items in your home and then ruthlessly downsizing. It is not about sacrifice, or 

anti-technology, or not owning a car. It is not about growing all your own food, only buying local 

goods, and never setting foot in a shopping mall. Or, it can be any and all of those things. 

However, those seemingly superficial actions don’t adequately convey what the voluntary 

simplicity philosophy, as an embodiment of systems thinking, is trying to help us understand: 

everything in the universe is interconnected. Every single thing.   

Time and time again, the notion of “the quest is the grail” has risen up to greet me. This 
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view—that “becoming” is forever a work in progress—means that unlike a Disney-styled fairy 

tale, this story’s ending has no pretty bow to wrap it up. Instead it is more reminiscent of the 

fairy tales of old, with its cautionary and revelatory stories and desire to impart wisdom. It is also 

a narrative intended to reveal the often-contradictory nature of lived experiences we may be 

compelled to navigate, and the tensions that creates. Despite all of the major epiphanies I have 

experienced, I still live in my 3,600 square foot home and drive my SUV, at least for now. I am 

still prioritizing convenience more than I want to, but I am consciously reducing my reliance on 

it, gradually, patiently. I am spending far less money, generating less waste in the kitchen and, 

much to my husband’s chagrin, planning where to place a compost bin in our highly visible 

unfenced yard with frequent bear visitors.   

As for my new friends, Kate’s journey through this process has caused her to reflect on 

how her own life might have been different if she too had come to this way of living through an 

epiphany. She now has new understandings of the ways in which her life journey is a similar yet 

different kind of complicated, and she feels more hopeful that others could be willing to “wake 

up.” Bobbi’s desire to live a more simple, less cluttered life is continuing to shape her choices, 

such as the decision to focus on two key words for their camping season this year: simplicity and 

fun. This means reigning in her myriad ideas and carefully selecting the opportunities that feel 

“light” versus “heavy.”  The most empowering epiphany, though, is this feeling of connection to 

the earth and universe in ways that neither Bobbi nor myself have so consciously experienced 

before; it is that psyche connection to a world soul, anima mundi (Hillman, 1981; 1989).   
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In closing, let me share a final thought from Duane Elgin (2010): 

In forgetting ourselves we tend to run on automatic and thereby forfeit our capacity for 

voluntary action. In the distracted state of embedded consciousness we tend to identify 

who we are with habitual patterns of behavior, thought, and feeling. We assume this 

social mask is who we are. Having identified ourselves with this limited and shallow 

rendering of who we are, we find it difficult to pull away from our masks and freshly 

experience our identity. Consequently, we feel the need to protect and defend our social 

façade. (p. 81) 

By dismantling her “professional façade,” Bobbi found a more authentic version of herself 

through living a simpler, soulfully creative life. Kate revealed how she identified with learning 

she could selectively choose when to “set aside” her militant activist mask a few years ago, in 

order to be a truer, gentler version of herself. As for me, I feel newly grounded, satisfyingly 

rooted to the earth. By (re)connecting with a lost version of myself—the child who sat by the 

creek writing poetry and pondering life while nestled into a tree—I have (re)awakened to the 

Figure 14. "In the moment" Photo credit: Bobbi 
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nurturing beauty of the natural world around me. Simplifying across multiple levels has created 

space for deep breaths, long walks, healing soul work, and heart-full daydreams. I have been able 

to (re)define and (re)discover enough-ness in my life and, in doing so, have pulled away many of 

the masks and façades I had been (blindly) wearing while living on automatic. It is so satisfying 

to conclude: Enough really is enough. 
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