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No Sustainability without Sufficiency!

Introduction

In industrial societies there are two premises twhace hardly being challenged. First, we need
growth, and second, we can only produce growth wivenaccept that the things by which we
surround ourselves do only live a short life uttigy will be replaced by new ones, better onegfast
ones. We are constantly told that the good life @@ifnom buying things, more things, and as having
goods makes you happy, having more goods makesweu happier. The first premise is spoken out
frankly; the second one is implied in the firstulgb we do not like to say it out loud so oftenllSti
there is a new rhetoric emerging, namely that thesepremises on the long-term will inevitably
clash with what one can call ecological constraints

These are environmentalist platitudes and ther®isse in repeating them here as there are enough
works that have done so before, and done so wgllBeyene 2010; Meadows 1972) .

The aim of this paper is rather to put emphasiaroaspect that is often only mentioned as a negessa
side-effect of sustainability, as though not reiqgirany further explanation.

This is also due to the fact, that it is a veryidifit and not easy to pin down issue: maybe the thiat

is the most controversial in relation to our corpenary lifestyle.

The this paper is devoted ssfficiency or the demand for less (resource consumption).@fbre
fully devoting my attention to it, | find it a nessary prerequisite to go a bit more into detailtlos
notion of efficiency as it is closely related te tbrinciple of sufficiency.

I will then explain the general concept of suffitdg and some of its most prominent advocates. Due
to the limitations of this paper | cannot give dl-filedged analysis of all the different thought
traditions related to sufficiency, but will rathey to locate sufficiency in the broader sustaitigbi
debate.

In a final step | will then try to give an outloaa how sufficiency can be realized in our modern
societies.

The conclusion, however, will turn out somewhatatefg. How promising and appealing sufficiency
might seem to the single individual, the more ithmgry it appears to be in terms of a general saicie

change towards a less materialist social system.

Linking Efficiency and Sufficiency

Without an increase in resource efficiency thert be no sustainable development. This notion is
commonplace and can hardly be challenged (cf. HL®89; Baumgartner et al. 2009). Still, there lies
some difficulty in the term efficiency, namely it®rmative vagueness. This is mainly due to its

functioning as the guiding principle of our indistisocieties.
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In economical terms efficiency stands for the ekdtion between output per unit of input, though
this is mostly perceived in quantitative and nogualitative terms. Quality is only of interest whi¢

is to compromise quantity, and thus, in the endyn@ary) profits (Scherhorn 2008:'1) is exactly
this semantic contraction of efficiency towardkely monetary interpretation of it theto-efficiency
tries to overcome (Scherhorn 2008:1; Lovins ell@87). By internalising not only monetary but also
ecological costs, it attempts to balance humarcen@mic interests and ecological interests.

Well, as eco-efficiency aims at internalising egital costs — through mainly conserving natural
resources — it is not only demanding for more outputhe same amount of subtracted substance but
for less substance throughput in general. Thisniseatirely different ratio. In other words eco-
efficiency gives credit to the fact that earth aurally constrained and thus finite (Lovins etl#197:
xxxiii). Hence, its major focus is an ethical-mé&kone and not a monetary one: industrial throughp
of natural resources should be minimised, not beeafieconomical considerations but for the benefit
of naturé. Nevertheless it is important not to be too eritisie about the power and vigour of this
idea. | consider it as very difficult for eco-effincy to distinctly and unchangeably set itsekirap
from economical efficiency (cf. Scherhorn 2008:1).

It is always jeopardized to be overruled by ecomainéfficiency in the end as the rebound-effect is
surely the killer of every endeavour towards sustaility (cf. Ott & Voget 2008:2, Linz 2006:8).

Sufficiency as a necessary condition for sustaindty

So far this still does not explain what role suffitcy plays. As already claimed, eco-efficiency tgan
to use less substance in general and not only ptadae. We see that it has a conservationist note
with it. Now this is where sufficiency enters theese. Sufficiency derives from the Latin word
sufficere, which means being or having enough (Linz 2006FE6r a thematic location, one can
perceive sufficiency together with consistency effitiency as one of the three main pillars of the
sustainability research program (Linz 2004:7; Seber 2008:5; Ott & Voget 2008: ?2)In the
ecological debate sufficiency describes a behaala@ititude — be it collective or individualisticthat
calls forless (Linz 2006:7). An increased supply/demand causethbyrebound effect can only be

tackled by less demand and less production. Inrd#rens, sufficiency deals witivhat is enough or

! By narrowing efficiency down to being a purely retary principle it loses its former connection to
effectiveness. As Thomas Princen brilliantly expdain his very thoughtful book “The Logic of Suféacy”
(Princen 2005) efficiency formerly was closely tethto being effective in an Aristotelian sense Phgicen
points out, Aristotle understood the word efficiastbeing capable and appropriate to fulfil a @grpecific
task. By thinking efficiency in a merely quantiteiway it loses its property of “goal achievemeing neat fit of
means and ends” (Princen 2005:52) and thus itsatdrenand ethical implication.

2| contend that this kind of efficiency is now mutiore related to effectiveness due to its ethical
conservationist component.

% For a more in depth analysis of the rebound effeetSorell 2007.

* As | will still argue in the remainder of this papsufficiency is well related to personal lifestgjuestions.
Those issues are normally addressed by sociologfigdies. Nevertheless these studies are onlyniteld utility
for the sustainability debate as they lack a normmampetus and thus remain rather descriptive@tf.& Voget
2008:2)
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moderation. Approached from a more philosophical perspectsgdficiency even deals with what
Aristotle called thegood life (Aristoteles 1986; Ott & Voget 2008: 2).

In Germany the sufficiency approach was mainly mted by the Wuppertal Institute and there
especially by Manfred Linz (cf. Linz 2002, 2004,08) Scherhorn 2008; see also von Winterfeld
2007: 47). But authors like Konrad Ott and Lieskag¥t or Frank Adler and Ulrich Schachtschneider
have also put the topic on the agenda (cf. Ott &&to2008; Adler & Schachtschneider 2010).
Internationally though, Thomas Princen with his mapplauded book “The Logic of Sufficiency”, is
surely the most prominent harbinger of the sufficiedebate. In what follows the concept’s defimtio

and scientific provenance will be discussed.

Sufficiency: definition and scientific provenance

Generally it can be distinguished between two cifi stances towards sufficiency: one argues in a
more antimaterialist fashion in the tradition ofderFromm and predecessors (cf. Fromm 2009), while
the other in a more ecological-pragmatic fashidnFancen 2005).

Nevertheless, both understandings carry a normddween that endangers them to live a niche
existence in our 21 century consumption age. But this is somethingbéo address later on.
Considering the scope of this paper, | will maifdgus on the ecological-pragmatic interpretation of
sufficiency (albeit Fromm and followers have nothiast of their brilliance and timeliness).

In the ecological debate, sufficiency stands far #itempt to achieve a smaller consumption of
resources or resource intensive products. Thisiropty (personal) denial, consumption restraint, or
even asceticism (Linz 2004: 11). Consequently,ideficy is about a way of economic activity and
lifestyle that positions itself against excess comgtion. Manfred Linz also calls sufficiency the
search for the right balance: nor scarcity nor dance/excess (Linz 2004: 12, 39). Scarcity and
excess are notions that gain their meaning onhetmpedding them in a wider social context of
materialism. They do not mean the same thing fery@ne.

This explains why sufficiency is probably the moshtested variable in the sustainability triandgle o
efficiency, consistency and sufficiency (Linz 2004:. As consistency and efficiency are rather
technological parameters, sufficiency is somewhair tantipode, as it is, first and foremost, a aboci
and, thus, a normative parameter. Without beingegiby sufficiency, the two others would remain
nothing but ecologically-technologically abstraédnly in combining the three of them can
sustainability be accomplished (Linz 2007: 7).

In summary: sufficiency is a normative principle,has to do with lifestyle change, even societal
change, and therefore with some form of deniaktfrconstraint. All together, this makes sufficignc
more than a sensitive issue.

Convinced neo-liberalists generally heavily disagneth the concept of sufficiency. It is exactlysth

fear of diminished consumer freedom which makedicieficy so prone to being dismissed as



regressive, ascetic and, hence, antimodernist\(Wimerfeld 2007: 48). Here it is necessary to ramin
the reader that sufficiency aims at a sufficietis&zction of human needs, not at scarcity.

Surely there are many different ways of approachirgissug | cannot give a detailed depiction of
all these modes of thinking. As already mentiorgedficiency might be the most difficult of the tlere
pillars of sustainability to define, and thus, cepvo a greater public; or as Herman Haly putlit: “
will be difficult to define sufficiency and builché concept into economic theory and practice. But |
think it will prove far more difficult to continué operate [as if] there is no such thing as enbugh
(Haly as cit. in Princen 2005:11). Rather, in tbkofwving, | will depict the point of view supportédxy

the Wuppertal Institute which appears very pronggmme.

How to introduce (more) Sufficiency in Society?

The Wuppertal Institute follows an approach towasdfficiency that is mainly based on collective,
and therefore institutional-systemic, measurestige the goal of less (resource) consumptionyThe
ask for a “Politik der Suffizienz” (Linz 2004: 36).

Expecting radical change from individuals seemspromising to them as this would firstly ignore
the social embeddedness of purchasing behaviodr,sacondly, would overburden the respective
individual and like this lead to an, at best, “at@ec" self restraint (Linz 2004: 33). They opt far
gradual change, as they agree with Micha Hilgdvst, tmore people tend to identify themselves with
the option of small steps than with going fundaratiyptnew ways (Hilgers 1997 cit. in Linz 2004:
31). Still, they acknowledge the fact that suffiaig is inevitably aligned to some kind of consttain
(Linz 2007: 13) but that these will not necessardgult in a lower quality of life That said, they see
that sufficiency will demand a value change, anasttwill be a message difficult to convey to the
broader public especially to politics and the econgsee also Huber 1999:12). To foster and alleviat
this change is, as they claim, the paramount tdtkeosufficiency research. Thus, in the following

they promote three steps towards more sufficiency:

“Big” public-administrative measures: coercion mnsent (e.g. a national ecotax)
economical measures to ensure or improve ecologorapatibility
3. small-scale steps by the individual (householdy.(euy green, borrow instead of buy
etc.)
(Linz 2004: 17)

® For a very engaging presentation of a wide vaiéufficiency interpretations see Linz 2007: 12.

® Linz engages in a far-reaching and promising rewe postmaterialism and especially quality of lifgich |
cannot repeat here (cf. Linz 2007:12). He accdmddct that the air of restraint and denial sidficy carries
along with it cannot be fully refuted (Linz 20072)1 but at the same time emphasizes that therevisrtheless
a normative and ethical urgency aligned to sufficie
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Only in combination of the three, might sufficienogcome possible. Surely, this is only a very brief
outlook on how sufficiency measures can be impldawnA holistic approach with concrete
solutions, including a new social contract, is wgjionably a gigantic task. Nevertheless, only by
perceiving sufficiency as a guiding social prineiplhe Inglehartian shift to a postmaterialist,
(sustainable) society can be completed (cf. Ingtel@v7). This shift however will only be realizabl
when tried to be brought about by a collective gfféheories of societal change have long attempted
to explain how this has to be done and is donesBrely there is still a need for more researctciwvhi
positions sufficiency at the centre of its interast thus focuses on it as an eligible social orgyam

principle for the shift to a more sustainable styc{ef. Princen 2005:7).

Conclusion

Sufficiency is part of the ecological triangle.idta device to achieve a more sustainable society b
reducing the amount of resources that we consum@ogically convincing as it is, it nevertheless
carries a normative, seemingly anti-modernistugtwith it which makes it hard to convey.

Asking for nothing less than a revolution of ounsomption oriented society, it is a highly sensitiv
issue. Not for nothing do authors like Joseph Hutpduber 1999), rather, opt for efficiency or
consistency as the only means to combat ecolodezgiadation. Therefore, the need for more research
is urgent. Sufficiency has to prove its practid@pifor normal life as well as the economy. It is
necessary to carefully and comprehensively scagimiur socio-economic system to find contact
points for a cautious and prudent introduction wffisiency. Carrying this thought through to its
logical conclusion, we will not get around adjugtihe capitalist mode of using ever more resources.
But for all that, sufficiency is indispensable wheamanity really wants to reach the seemingly

insurmountable goal of a sustainable society.
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