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Abstract

The purpose of this project is to explore adult learning in new social movements
through the case of the voluntary simplicity movement. The goals of the project are: to
add to the research on adult léaming within new social movements, to contribute to the
discussions of transformative learning and sociocultural learning, and to influence the
practice of educators who are working within new social movements. 1 approach the
research with both theoretical and practical questions and goals, identifying myself as a
scholarly practitiongr by reflecting on both theory and practice with the intent of
influencing the practice of those involved in related work as well as contributing to
knowledge conétruction. ‘4In this'research, I draw on the literature of a particular
movement and on various streéms of theoretical literature in order to generate new
kﬁowledge about adult learning in new social movements. Using elements of the
Precede-Proceed model (Green & Kreuter3 1999), I show the prédisposing, enabling, and
reinforcing factors of adult learnihg in the voluntary simplicity movement. These failcbtors
present a picture of what comprises the various aspects of adult learning in this
movement. Further exploration of the factors in light of Kilgore’s (1999) conception of
collective learning leads to an understanding that identity, agency, and solidarity ére the
three main components of adult leamiﬁg in the voluntary simplicity mpvement. Both
transformative learning and sociocultural learning theories illuminate aspects of the data
in ways that contribute to and reinforce my analysis that learning in the movement
revolves around identity, agency, and solidarity. Implications for both theory and practice

are.explored with suggestions for further research
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Chapter 1: Introduction

“It’s not fair” and “1 want to change the world”. One statement often associated
with young children and the other with young adults. Both are often aésumed vt‘o be part of
phases that we grow out of when we get into the real world and either our priorities shift
or wé become disillusioned. Part of the reality of the world, though, ié that life is not fair
- and that changing injustice will require changing the world. My work as an adult
educator keeps coming back to the idea of educating for creaﬁve, transformative change -
of individual lives, of communities, and of the world with "[he goal of ecological,
economic, and social sustainability. |

Although there remains much denial and resistance, there is enough accepted
information on global issues such as over-consumption, pollution, climate change, and
resource depletion that it is safe to state that these are practical issues facing the world in
the early twenty-first céntury. The ris.e of advocacy and protest movements has shown
that these issues are on the minds of many around the world. The voluntary simplici*y
fnovement, with its concern for ecological‘, economic and social sustainabilitky, isa
movement' of both personal and social transformation for a more just and equitable world.

Empowerment, pe:rsonal growth, justice, change, activism...transformation. Aduit
education haé long been 'concemed, in part, with individual and social change. In recent .
yearvs, there have béen calls in the literature 'and at conferences for adult education to

return to its roots in social change education (Heaney, 1992; Ilsley, 1992; Mezirow,

1996), to address social transformation as well as personal transformation (Collard &




Law, 1989; O’Sullivan, 2001), and to aftend to collective learning as well as individual
learning (Kilgore, 1999).

In this research project, my personal and professional interests join with wider |
concerns facing society as well as trends within adult education to frame an inquiry that
is both particular and general. It is particular in its relevance to my own work as an
educator and to a specific stage in my studies and cafeef development. It is general in
what it may bring to discussions of the role of adult education and.of the need for
sweeping culturai changes to address global issues. The rationale for the project will

unfold below as I present my own story as it relates to the exploration of adult learning in

the voluntary simplicity movement and as I consider what is happening in the ficld of

. adult education and how the growing interest in adult learning in new social movements

is informed by trends in the field and in society.

My Story

The research area that interests me, adult learning in new social rﬁovements, has
its source partly in a field of practice and partly in theory. It also has its source in
practical, contemporary issues and in my own life experience; as alluded to in the

opening paragraphs. My interests in environmental issues, the equitable and sustainable

- use of global resources, and in various social justice concerns has been a lifelong

evolution of concern and commitment. I was raised by a single mother who came to
Canada as a draft resister and found creative and frugal ways to support two young

children. Resistance to mainstream culture; simple, healthful living; self-determination

and community were the themes of my childhood. In high school, I created a scfapbook




for an English prqject that combined poetry with images of thé natural world as altered

* through human consumption, particularly pollution. In university, I began studying
ecology énd working with environmental grohps, both r'aising my awareness of the
natural world and of humanity’s impact on thé global and local ecology. Working in
Christian summer camps during university and fér several years afterwards connected me
with other young adults with concerns for social justice from feminism to poverty. This
environment also enabled me to make stronger connections between my spirituality,
environmental issues, and social justice.

A few years after university, 1 had the opportunity to spend six months living and
working in a small community in Ghana. The experience of being immersed in a culture
SO differeﬁt from my own and of seeing first hand how western de?elopment projects can
affect the environment, livelihood, and health of people in the majority world deepened
my commitment to work in the area of education for sustainability. Upon returnihg home,
the first time I entered a grocery store, with its vast quantity and diversity of products,
was a profound experience after months of sharing in the simple basic foods of my
Ghanaian community. While living in that community, the village elders and my hosts
spoke of the econorhic, health, and cultural changes wrought by the presence of a
hydroeléctric dam many miles upriver from their community, which itself had no
electricity. Links were made between the export economy, energy distributiqn, and the
ability of communities to meet their own basicAneeds.‘Although I recognized the need for
irﬁmediate aid and relief, I believed that the prob.l'ems in these kinds of communitigs ‘

could be addressed by their own people, given the resources and the power. So, rather

than taking on the role of “helping” those less fortunate in another part of the world, 1




saw my role as educating those in my home country. Since the consumption patterns of
the Western world drive.Iﬁany of the inequalitiés and cause many of the environmental
problems locally and globally, [ became more committed to providing educational
experiences that would change those consumption patterns. This commitment was further
enhanced by graduate studies in Christian education and ecotheology at a theological
school known for its engagement in educating and working for social justice.

In my work as an adult educator over the past seventeen years, I returned again
and again to practice of education for change'. In camp leadersﬁip_development, my focus
was on changing the wéy we live together as community and changing how we use the
earth’s resources. While working with women’s groups, my focus was on education for

- awareness o_f fair trade, sweatshops, working conditions of labourers and how our
purchasing power and buying practices are linked to injustice and inequality. More
recently, my interest has focused on the reasons and methods for shifting from a
consumer lifestyle to a simpler, more sustainable lifestyle in opposition to western
cultural norms and assumptions.

I am personally engaged in the voluntary simplicity movement in a number of
ways. | am familiar with the litera'ture and with the main thinkers and actors in the
movement through my own search for ways to align my beliefs and values with my
lifestyle. Through my study of this literature, I have found ways to live out my beliefs
and to make practical choices that support my intentions in terms of contributing to an
alternative way of life and way of viewing the world. My choices about work,

consumption, money, and time have been influenced by engaging this literature. I have

made a decision to leave a secure job in order to do work more in line with my beliefs




and values and in doing so, intentionally experienced a significant drop in my income
that has impacted my consumption. I havé made choices to continue my education and to
spend time with family at the expense of being able to own a home. I continually try to
make intentional choices about what and how much I consume. I also hosted and
facilitated a simplicity study group for two years as a way of making space for dialogue
with other women who are also concerned wifh simplifying their lives and living more
sustainably. In choosing adult learning fn new social movements as the area in which to
do my research, I am thus beginning with my own life experience and with the issues that
have held my attention over many years. One of my goals for this project is to link my
personal and academic interests in order to develop what I hope will become the central
focué of my teaching:

1 have always tried to be reﬂectivé in my educational practice and have been
drawn to books and articles that theorize about the practice of adult education. Research
that tries to understand a pher.lomenon by linking ideas and experiences tends to be the
kind of research that I most enjoy reading and that influences my own thinking and
practice. I also enjoy reading widely and thinking about how ideas from one field or E
theory relate to other ideas;‘lo‘oking for patterns, connections, and insights. When I began
develop;ng this research project,.l considered doing interviews of participants in the
voluntary simplicity movement to explore what was important to their learning and
transformation through the movement. As I worked on the project and engaged the
literature, hbwever, it became clear to me that I was deeply involved with the ideas and

theories and needed to focus my work on exploring my research questions conceptually. I

still think that my original idea of interviewing movement participants about their




learning would be an interesting and informative project, but it will be more so if it is
grounded in a deeper conceptual understanding of the literature. This project takes a
conceptual approach as a way of responding to my own interests and of using my skills in

weaving together a variety of ideas and sources.

A New/Old Vision for Adult'Education

In terms of understanding its own purposes and processes, adult education has
undergone some shifts in its brief history. The work of reflecting on adult education’s
roots and history is well-documented. What is important for us here is to consider the
central threads of this work and to look for patterns in the conclusions. The reason that
we need to look back to adult education’s roots is that contemporary calls for the field to
engage more directly with issues of social Justice often refer to those roots for support.
There is general consensus about what adult education has looked like o§er its brief
history, but differing explanations. In addition, there is a general sense in this discussion
that adult education has lost its way and needs to rethink its current purpose or vision.

Beginnings and histories.‘

~ There are multiple voices drawing attention to adult education’s hiétorical

involvement in social change and social justice. In a sharp call for renewal, Mezirow
(1996) points to the field’s beginnings in Scandinavia and England’s populist
‘movements. As evidence, he cites the work of Lindeman who saw an emerging field with

two main goals: self-improvement in the immediate term and social change in the long

term. He quotes Lindeman as saying that the purpose of adult education was “social




action on behalf of reasoned social change in the context of the quest for meaning...”
(Mezirow, 1996, The Evidence section, para. 2).
Iisley’s (1992) interpretation of the same history leads to a somewhat broader

explanation of the beginnings of the field. He looks to the missions of adult education _

_programmes and to the phenomenon of formal education to support his claim that there

were two purposes behind early adult education acti\}ities. The first purpose was to
uphold the status quo in society, or to control learners through subject matter and
socialization. The second purpose was to change or improve society by liberating learners
through critical reflection on self and society. In this interpretation, then, adult education
has always had more than one agenda. Ilsley’s view is upheld by the contribution of
finger (1995) who extends the analysis by positing three separate purposes in early adult ‘»
education: lifelong learning, radical education, and andragogy. Finger contends that all
three purposes focused on the adult learner as the central concern of adult education. He
links lifelong learning to the project of secular humanism on a societal level and |
andragogy to the project of adult development on an individual level, with both being a
part of a humanistic approach to education. The third purpose, political empowerment
through radical education stands alongside as another way to “...individually and
collectively huménize development and to become the masters of its process again”
(Finger, 1995, p. 111). So, whether or not it was the single purpose of early adult
education, it is agreed that education for social chaﬁge was a part of the agenda of the

field at its beginning.



Trends and critiques.

As the above exploration of history shows, adult education was certainly involved
in social change education in the first phase of its existence. In the next phase of its
existence, other purposes in.itially dperating alongside social change education tool; the
lead. This phase was characterized by a concern for professionalization, with humanistic |
approache_s such as andragogy and lifelong learning becoming much more common than
political or radical approaches (Collins, 1995; Finger, 1995; Iisley, 1992). These authors
argue that adult eduéation in its current form. focuses on the individual learner, the
educator as a professional, and the purpose of education as supporting the status quo.
Heaney’s (1992) concern is that the field has become increasingly entrepreneurial and
institutionalized. Mezirow’s (1996) argument here is particularly pointed, accusing the
field of being market—driv.en and focused on serving those who can pay. This period of
rapid growth ip the profession did not necessarily lead to an eqqivalent increase in self-
reflective visioning. It is this reflection that is now happening; attending to criticisms,
perceived failures, and evolving social conditions.

Frorﬂ the above discussion, it is clear that a central criticism of the current state of
adult education is that it has lost its original concern for social action and change. There-
are three perceived failures that are of interest to us here: the failure to create enlightened
and emancipated citizens (Finger, 1995); the failure to fnake education available to all
(Mezirow, 1996); and the failure to retain diversity in those who identify as adult
“educators (Heanéy, 1992). So, fhe vision of adult-education 1s called into question as is

the inclusion of some learners and educators with the exclusion of others. In trying to

define a field, perhaps we have limited it instead.




Alongside all of the attention to where adult education has gone wrong is a
. (

growing understanding of the possibilities of the field. The combination.of reaching the
limits of industrial development and entering a period of sociocultural change provide
adult education with incentive to re-invent itself for this uniqué and pivotal era (Finger,
1995). The project of humanizing Aeveldpment through lifelong learning and personal
growth will not, on its own, address the causes of our current‘ situation. The three
purposes of adult educatio‘n as posed by Finger (1995) are each found to be lacking. The
project of secular humanism through lifelong learning is out of touch with ‘reality because
we have reached our biophysical limits for growth. The project of adult development
through personal growth is out of touch with reality because it only reaches a privileged
vfew and because it “...is no longer a collectively meaningful proj»ect” (Finger, 1995, p.
115). And the project of political empowerﬁlent is 1imiteci because our presént challenges«.
are as much biophysical and sociocultural as political. These assertions are echoed in
Miles (2002) in her discussion.of adult education’s focus on “...enhancing individual and
corporate competitive competence and containing the social costs of competition pursued
at the cost of people and the planet” (Miles, 2002, p. 30).

Visioning and acting.

Given that the former/current visioﬁs of adult education are in question, where do
we go from here? Thé key writers who I have explored in this section and who have
given us relevant history and raised critical issues also provide the beginnings of a new
direction. This new direction attends to thé questions: “Who are we?” and “What do we

do?” as adult educators and as a field. Answering the question, “Who are we?” is about

vision and purpose. According to Ilsley (1992), adult education is in need of a direction.




Each of the thinkers explored in this section has a vision .for adult education that
encompasses its roots in social change education, addresses the criticisms of the
modernist agenda of adult edﬁcation, and engages with planetary and social challenges.
This vision is enacted in various interconnected ways. Collins calls for attention to our
commitments and activities and for a “...renewed emphasis on the agency of the adult
educator...” (Collins, 1995, p. 95). Finger suggests a process of “...learning our way
out...” (Finger, 1995, p. 116),“.‘with a sﬁiﬂ from providing solutions through teaching to a
process of collaborative learning. Mezirow (1996) names creating communities for
discourse and working for participatory democracy as the two roles for adult educators
today. All of these authors are optimistic about the viability and impact of the field of
adult education. |

A final important note in this céﬁversation about-a new era of adult education:
Individual learning and collective learning must be linked. Neither on its own is sufficient
to address the challenges that the world faces today. To set these types of learning up as a
dualism is false, since both individual and social change are needed (Ilsley, 1992) and are
mutually constitutive (Miles, 2002). Both individual and group comioonents of learning
have elements of jdentity, égency, and solidarity (Kilgore, 1999). As individuals, we are
also part‘ of the social world so thaf, when we change personally, we change part of that
social world and education ﬁeeds to address both aspects of this process (Welton, 1995).
Adult education, aé we have seen, can play an active role in social change, but it is not
sufficient ﬁntq itsélf to create change (Heaney, 1992). In this discussion, it is important to
understand what kind of social change is the aim and this und‘erstanding isiarticulated

well by Cunningham (2000): “I argue that the role of critiquing structural alignments and

10




providing practicalialternatives is thé job of socially aware adult educators who by

‘tradition have worked to strengthen the more vuinerable sectors through identiﬁcation
: with these sectors” (p. 579). The phenomenon of social commitment provides the link
“between adult educati(in arid social change (Ilsley, 1992) and the site for both learning

and learning to do (Mezirow, 1996).

Adult Learning in New Social Movements

Over the past few decades, transformative learhing has become a recognized area
t)f both study and practii:e within adult education. Scholariy articles, thought-provoking:
books, courses for practitioners, intémational conferences, and university;based centres
for study draw attention to the profound interest of many educators in the process and
purpose of educating for change, As well, there are many educational projects, both
within and without the formal educational s.ystem, that seek to engage learners and enable
change in a variety of w&iys and for a variety of purposes. There is also a growing interest
in the learning that occurs within and aiouiid scicial niovementg, including Kilgore’s
>(1999) Work on coll;ctive learning and Welton’s ( 1993) understanding of collective
action as both a means to personai transformation and an engagement in social
transformation.

Education for transformation has become an accepted part of the body of theory
and practice in-adult education. Work by Mezirow, Freire, and O’Sullivan represents
different perspectives and practiée‘s undertaken with the airh of transformation at their
core. Problem-posing education that develops critical awareness and ‘leads to questioning

rather than upholding the status quo grounds Freire’s (1970) approach to transformative

i1




education. He understands humanity as possessing a vocation to act on the world (1998)
and looks to education to enable that action. Mezirow (2000) focuses on transformation
of an individual’s perspectives through critical reflection and dialogue. Whether through
a “disorienting dilemma” or a gradual development of awareness, transformation, for
Mezirow, begins §vith the personal before moving to the social. A third theorist in this
area, O’Sullivan (2001), speaks directly to the need for global changé with transformative
education going beyond a critique of the culture to provide an alternative vision and
specific ways to create a more just and sustainable culture.

The ideas of transformative learning have been my way into this project of
exploring adult learning in new social movements. When I begén my graduate studies,
the concept of transformation, and the role of education in enabling and supporting
transformation of personal philosophies and practices, was the focus of my study. As I
progressed through the course work, I engaged with issues within adult education such as
the role of spirituality and the impabt of postmodernism. My studies also opened up the
field of sociocultural learning and writings about learning in community. As I developed
this thesis project, it becarﬁe clear that what I was actually studying was adult learning in
a new social movement, ﬁamely thé voluntary simplicity movement. use the term new
social movements throughout this thesis following Melucci’s’k(1995a) description of these
movements as highly differentiated entities concerned with reflection, action, and
knowledge production around sociocultural issues and conflicts. In a later chapter of this
thesis, [ explore this definition and distinction further and consider how it rélates to the
voluntary simplicity movement. As a relatively new area of study, there is only a limited

amount of research and writing on adult learning in new social movements. My initial
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interest in transformative learning,“ with its strengths and limitations, enabled me to see
how elements of tran'sforméti\}e learning and sociocultural learning theories could jointly |
illuminate aspects of adult learning in théJ;/oluntary simplicity movement as well as
contribute to a deéper undersfarlding of adult lcaminé in new social movements.

Th;: evolution of research and thinking on transformative learning has moved to
blend the experiences of individual and group learning with personal and sécietal
transformation. If a massi;ze'shiﬁ in attitudes and behavi.our is required in order to @eet
the environmental, econpmic, and social challenges of our time, this is the kind of
_ educatioﬁ with which adult educators should be concerned. Research in the area of
| education for transformation within social movements could add to both dialogue aﬁd

action around many practical issues that have their root in the consﬁme’r culture of the

western world.

| The Research Project

The overall purpose of this projgct, then, is to explore adult learning in new social
movements through the case of the voluntary simplicit};v movement. Focusing on the
literature of a particular movement will enable sorﬁe testing of what We think we know
about adult learning in new sociél movements. It will also enable me to consider how
ideas from fransforméltive 1earning and sociocultural leaming theories contribute to -
understanding the voluntary simplicity movement and its wider con‘;ext.‘The goals of this
project areg to add fo the research on adult learning withiﬁ new social movements, to

contribute to the discussions of transformative learning and sociocultural learning, and to

13




influence the practice of educators who are working within new social movements to |
teach social justi‘qe, .environmenfal awareness, and related subjects.
Research questions.
| Based on the above purpose and the articulated goéls of the study, the following are the
research questions that I will attempt to explore, explain, ans§ver, and further question in
my thesis. They are the questions that I will take to the literature of the voluntary
sinjplicity movement. “
. Whgt does adult learning look like in the literature of the voluntary simplicity
movement?
a) | What predisposing, enabling and reinforcing factors can be identified as
contributing to learning, to action, and to persistence?
b) What is the dialectic between individual and group in learning?
c) What is it that changes through learning and in relation to movement
interests?
d) What kinds of learning actually make a difference in adopting the
philbsophies and practices of the movement?
¢ How can ideas from transformative learning and sociocultural learning
theories help us to understand learning in this movement?
a) What are the strengths, limitations, and critiques of transfo?mative
learning aﬁd sociocultural learning theories?
b) How do transformative leérning and socioculturai learning theories inform

and support one another?.

14



e What can understanding learning in voluntary simplicity movement teach us
about adult learning in new social movements and about practicing adult
education within new social Irvlovement's'?

Assumptions and implications.

Any researcher brings' with her assumptions about the research project.. Some of
these assumptions may be known and 6thcrs may be identified during the project or even
remain hidden. In this section, 1 will attempt to name some of my aésumptions as I see
- them and as they have been pointed out to me in the process of completing this project.

The first assumption that I bring to this project is a belief in the “explanatory
power of theory” (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 142). My initial interest in transformative
learning theories and subsequent incorporation of sociocultural learning theories are
indicative of my belief that theory can be useful in helping us to understand our world
and ourselves. As can be seen from my research purpose, goals, and questions, it is my
hope that this project will make a contribution to theory in the field of adult education.
Alongside this assumption that theory is important is the assumption that theory alone is
not enough of a contribution for ﬁy pfoject. I want the knowledge created and extended
in this project to also be ‘of use to practitioners, including me. I subscribe to the notion
that theory needs to have implications for practice and that practice needs theoretical
reflection and development. It is my hope that the theoretical understandings that évolve
through my work on this project will have practical implicatioﬁs for adult educators
working within new.social movements or engaging in social change education 1n other

sites for learning.
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Another assﬁmption that I bring to this project is that no one theory, conception,
or area of study will be sufficient for understénding adult learning in new social
movements. I have named both transfgrmative learning and sociocultural learning as
‘theoretical sources that will be explored in relation to my research. New social "movement
theory, an area of study with its roots in sociology, will contribute in a nurnbér of ways.
In addition, a conceptibn of colle(;tive learning (Kilgore, 1999) and a model for .
identifying factors .in adult learnihg (Green & Kreuter, 1999) will contribute to framing
the discussion of adult learning in the voluntary simplicity movement. This is not simply
a case study of adult learning in voluntary simplicity movement that will be explained
using only literature on adult learning in new social movements; .it draws more broadly in
order to understand more deeply.

My final (known) assumption is that significant change is needed in the western
world in order to create a more just global society and to safeguard the planet, and that
this change will require strugglé within individuals and communities, at local and global
levels. It is_my belief that education can and must make a difference. A related
assumption is that there are educators, like me, who want to engage issugs of ecological,
eéonomic, and social sustainability with-adults and who are looking for theoretical
grounding and for poéitive and effective ideas for how to do this kind of teaching.

This study is important for a number of réasoné. Beginning from the perspective
that change is necessary in order to address contemporary ecélogical, economié, and
social challenges, this study is important in its attention to a mc;vement that focuses on
transitions to more sustainable lifestyles. From the perspective of educators who want to

change the world, this study is important in its attention to exploring how adult learning
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happens in new social movements. -From the perspective of theory in adult education, this
study is important in the possibility it holds for theorizing about adult learning in new
social movements and for eontributing to the further development of transformative
learning and sociecultural learning theories. I believe that these contributions, in a small
and partial way, answer the calls of the field of adult education as described earlier in this
introduction.

In exploring both the field of adult education and my practice over the years, I
have come to see personal and societial transformaﬁon as interdependent. Although my
primary focus as an educator is on social transformation toward a more sustainable and
equitable world, I have come to be strongly concerned as well for personal transformation
as | eelieve it to be necessary for creating a wave of social transformation. In my teaching
practice, I aim to enable learners to become more aware of social forces and of their
assumptions about how the world works. I also aim to engage learners in making
meaning and in constructing knowledge that is authentic and that deepens their
understanding of themselves as well as the world around them. My educational
philosophy views l_earners as indrviduals;in-comrnunity, as able to change and to create
change, as beings and as doers. I see my role as that of a guide who can draw attention to
the landscape and enable learners to explore new areas. In my teaching, it is important to
know the terrain that is familiar to learners and to know how far and how fast they can
explore without becoming lost or disoriented.

Transformation, both personal and social, is a process that can be dangerous and
overwhelming. Although my beliefs and ideals mean that I want learners to see the world

in a new way and to see how they can create change, this stance is tempered by the belief
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that learners will more willingly and effectively engage transformation if they are neither
pushed too much nor too little. This boundary and balance can be challenging to find and
to maintain. It is my hope that the knowledge gained from this study will enable me, and '
other adult educators with similér aims, to plan and implerﬁent educational experiences
and programmes which enable transformation in learners and that respond creatively and
effectively to the most pressing challenges of our times, namely ecological, economic,
and social sustainability. This study is signiﬁcaﬁt because it is timely in terms of world
issues, grounded in theory, and of practical interest to adult educators.

A map of the thesis.

This thesis is somewhat complex, involving as it does several distinct bodies of
literature: voluntary simplicity, transformative learning theory, sociocultural learning
theory, new social movement fheory, and adult learning in new social movements. This
complexity is a strength of the project as it draws on various sets of ideas in order to
develop an understanding of adult learning in the voluntary simplicity movement and all
of this literature has something imﬁortant to contribute to that understanding. The
complexity of the project is also a limitation, however, in that it means that boundaries
need to be set on how much of the literature in each area can be drawn into the
discussion. Each of these bodies of literature is extensive in itself and is also linked to
related research that could add to the project; Iﬁ order to manage the complexity and to
stay within the bounds of a masters thesis project, decisions have been made about what
literature to use. Key writers in each of the bodies of literature have been selected with
the knowledge that they are not the final arbiters of their areas, but are either understood

to be important contributors or to have something particular to-add to this specific
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broject. It is my hope that the choices made about what to include will provide a well-
rounded analysié, but I fully understand that there will be ideas, critiques, and insights
that are left out. Any piece of research at this level and of this size will make only a small
contribution to a field of study. In making the decision to create a cc;‘lnplex, but limited,
study it is my hope that the results will draw on my own strengths as a researcher and
poinf to possibilities for future research.

The thesis will unfold in ﬁvé chapters following this introduction, beginning with
methodology and concluding with implications. Chapter 2 discusses the methdology used
in this research project: I identify my role as the researcher, explore conceptual inquiry as
the culture of inquiry in which this research falls, and outline the forms of inquiry and
tools that I will use throughout the thesis. Chapter 3 examines the definitions,
characteristics, and features of the voluntary simplicity movement. The focus of Chabter
4 is on literature related to adult learning, with sections on transformativé learning theory
and sociocultural learning theory as well as a brief discussion of new social movement
theory'preceding a summary of the currerﬁ literature on adult learning in new social
movements. Both Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 summarize, analyze, and bffer some critique
of each of the bodies of literature choseﬁ for this research project. Chapter 5 is the longest
.and most complex chapter of the thesis, drawing togethér the various threads of research
to identify why I believe the voluntary simplicity movement is a new social movement
and how adult learning can be characterized and understood in this movement. The final
chapter outlines the implications of this project for contributing to theorizing and to '

practice and for further research.
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Chapter 2: Methodology

Developing a clear and grounded methodology has been, for me, the most
challenging aspect of t.he research process. What is it that we do when we consider theory
in light of other theory, of a particular case and of professional and pefsonal experience?
How does one do reflective critique and integrate various strands of thinking in a way
that is both logical and creative with both practical and theoretical results? What do I
bring to this task and what tools do I need in order to accomplish it well?

There are many methodologicél ideas and approaches and writings that have
influenced my process over the past months. One of my most recent discoveries; and one
of t_he most inﬂuential in my work on discovering and realizing an appropriate
methodology for this piece of research, has been Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) Mindful
Inquiry in Social Research. Written as a guide for researchers, the text develops a
research process named mindful inquiry. This process aims to providg a way for the
researcher to liﬂk self and world; to do research that contributes to the development of the
researcher as well as making a contribution to the world. There are two main ideas that 1
have taken from this text in order to shape my methodology: the idea of the researcher as
a scholarly practitioner and the idea bf triangu]ation. Taking the position of scholarly
practitioner integrates both my own goals for this research as well as concerns from the
literature arqund research in adult education. The idea of triangqlation has evolved to
include an understanding of crystallization and of wide reflective equilibrium. Following

a discussion of both of these ideas in order to position myself further, I will explore the
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* culture of inquiry that frames my research and the various forms of inquiry and tools that

I will draw on in order to complete the research project.

Scholarly Practitioner

The first central concept that I have u.sed. in developing an approach to my
research tasks is thé idea that the researcher is a scholarly practitioner at the centre of the |
research process (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998). This concept of the researcher as also a
préféssional is not unique to these authors, but they are perhaps unusual in that they have
made this kind of researcher the key audience for their approach. They define a SChQ larly
practitioner’ as “...someone who mediates between her professionai practice and the
universe of sc;holarly, scientific, and acédémic knowledge and discourse. She sees her -
practicek as part of a larger entérprise of knowledge generation and ériti_cal reflection”
(Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 66). In a chapter on the politics of knowledge construction,
Deshler and Grudens-Schuck (2000) discuss the theory-practice dichotomy and
summarize some of the critique of this dichotomy. They indicate that a growing number
of researchers. and practitioners are working together tb develop theory informed by and
applicable to practicé. Their brief commentary is summarized with a statement that:
“Knowledge construction that combines theory and practice should count because it
speeds production of useful theories and efﬁcaciéus technologies” (Deshler & Grudens-
Schuck, 2000, p. 597). This position recognizes that practitioners are able to develop
theory and are best positioned to theorize successful practice (Deshler & Hagan, 1989)
and that scholars also have practical experience to draw on in their research. In a review

- of analytic philosophy of education in the 20" century, Portelli (1993) pointed to the shift
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from the practice.of pure analytic philosophy to a focus on the context of the issues under
| anélysis. The author cites as evidence researchers who allow their analysis to be guided
by their commitments as educators and who address normative as well as analytic
concerns. Research, then, can be seen as the place where theory and practice are
integrated (Deshler & Hagan, 1989).

In lin‘e with these eXplicatjons of the importancé of the theory-practice connection
and also rerﬂaining true to my interests and roots in both areas, I am approaching the
‘research with both théoretical and practical questions and goals. In this manner, I am
identifying myself as a scholarly practitioner, reflecting on my own practice and the
practice of others with the intent of influencing the practiqe of those involved in similar
work as well as contributing to knowledge construction. Following Bentz & Shapiro
(1998), 1 identify

...four primary functions of scholarly inquiry for the scholarly professional:

I. personal transformation;

2. the improvement of professional practice; |

3. the generation of knowledge; and

4. appreciation of the comp‘lexity, intricacy, structure and — some would say —

beauty of reality. (p. 68)

Wide Reflective Equilibrium
The second concept that has evolved as central for understanding my overall
methodological approach to-this research project is the idea of the search for a wide -

reﬂectivéequilibrium; In my initial reading of Bentz and Shapiro (1998) the idea of
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triangulated research design struck me as being an important one for a project that draws
on so many kinds of theoreticai material. This concept is neatly integrated with the idea
of the researcher as a scholarly practitioner in the following statement: “Triangulated
design is well suited for mindful inquiry, because it requires that the researcher be the
clear center of the process, weaving together and describing the results from each point of
the triangle.” (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 89). Although I believe Benti and Shapiro take
a broader interpretation of triangulation, it is does have specific connotations in more
empirical research. There are, however, similar conceptions that can be drawn on to
articulate how this general idea applies to my research. Barrow (1990) posits a process of |
holistic inquiry which provides a layered approach that, when used carefully, can result in
a fuller, richer curriculum design. Differe_nt types of questions are addressed using
different methods and the wholh fhat is created 1s greater than the individual pieces of
research. In this view, all forms of inquiry are partial and have distihct kinds of questions,
approaches to inquiry, and implications. In this sehse, drawing on both transformative

and sociocultural learning theories to consider how best to practice adult education Within
new s'bcial movements resonates with Barrow’s conception of holistic inquiry.

A related understanding of the apbroach to research design that I want to use is
described in Richardson’s (1994) concept of crystéllization, which i; both more comple*
than the concept of triangulation and more refined than the concept of holistic inquiry. In
her conception, the researcher can “...recognize that there are far more than ‘three sides’

- from which to approach the world” and that “Crystals grow, change, alter, but are not
amorphous” (Richardson, 1994, p. 52I2). Although I am approaching this research in

order to contribute to understanding, I recognize that any understanding will remain
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partial. Viewing my research, and adult learning within voluntary simplicity movement,
through the lenses of transformative and sociocultural learning theories as well as new
social movement theory, gives a multifacet.ed approach to addressing my research
questions. In addition, as will be seen later in this chapter, various aspects of the research
project will be addressed through different forms\of inquiry as the questions asked.and
the materials considered are different in nature. With concern for both development of
theory to understand adult e\du.cation more deeply and for the development of useful
techniques and processes for adult §ducation practice, a single theoreticél lens or form of -
inquiry would be unequal to the task. I will need to change how. and where I look through
the crystal (Richardson, 1994), in this case, the voluntary simplicity movement. A
research design influenced by the concept of crystallization allows for the subject of the
research to be considered from a‘ number of points of view, through different theorétical
lenses, and using a number of forms of inquiry.

Viewing the research problem and materials in this multifaceted way raises the
question of how to deal with-what I see: what will be the end result of the inquiry? The
idea of a search for wide reﬂective equilibrium provides a way to assess what I see
through the different theoretical lenses and forms of inquiry. The goal, in this view, is to
come to a satisfactory set of agrleementvs- (Vokey, 2001) about what is happening in adult
learning in the voluntary‘ simﬁlicity movement. Such a set of agreements would be
“...coherent, mutually-supporting, successful, and defensible (Vokey, 2001, p. 92) both
for theorizing and for practice. Includéd in this set of agreements would be contﬁbﬁtions
from different bodies of theory as well as from the voluntary simplicity movement itself.

The set of agreements would deal with the strengths and limitations of transformative and



sociocultural learning theories in explaining adult learning in the voluntary simplicity
movement. It would alsol speak to the internal coherence of the philosophies and practices
of the voluntary simplicity movement and to the success of its methods for engaging
“adults in the movement in’ order to alter their lifestyles. Such a set of agreements, while
contributiﬁg to kﬁowledge of adult learning in new social movements, would not be seen
as complete or inviolate since “...the process of seeki'ng wide reflective equilibrium
makes no claims to attain certainty. This is in part because the se_aré:h fo.r. wide reflective
equilibrium...is an ongoing process, its conclusions open to revision in the light of new
developments or discoveries” (Vokey, 2001, p. 96). The process of seeking wide
reflective equilibrium is to theoreticél inquiry what triangulatibn is to empirical inquiry:
both are central to a successful aﬂd thorough research design in their own culture of

inquiries.

Conceptual Inquiry

Having identified how I view myself as a researcher and how I view my research
~ process, the next step is to outline the culture of inquiry within which my research falls.
A culture of inquiry is understood to be a general approach to research that, while
incorporating various methods and focusing on different disciplines, holds specific
assumptions and understandings about research, knowledge and reality (Bentz & Shapiro,
1998). A culture of inquiry generally has certain types of problems that it addresses,
particular assumptions about knowledge, and a distinct researcher-subject relationship.
The culture of inquiry framiﬁg my research is conceptual or theoretical inquiry. While

Bentz and Shapiro (1998) use the term theoretical inquiry, Coombs and Daniels use the
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term congeptual inquiry. I use the terms interchangeably in this thesis as [ beiieve that,
within this project at least, fhey do not héed to be categorized separately.

While all research aims to add to the theorizing in a field or discipline, theoretical
“ inquiry is distinct iﬁ that both its source material and end result is tﬁeoretic.al. This kind
of inquiry can have a number éf purpb‘seé and can‘iake different silapes depending on the
subject of ‘;hé inquiry and on the‘methvovds used to pursue the inquiry. In terms of the work
‘of this thesjs, the_concerhs that 1 have raise‘d in the introductory chapter clearly fall within
the following aniculation of theoretical inquiry which .. .att‘empts to generate new '
knowlédge through the analysis, critique, extension, and integration of existing theories
an(i empirical research” '(Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 141). In this research, I will be
drawing on the literature of a particular movement and on various streams of theoretical
1iferature in order to generate new knbwledge about adult learning in new social
movements. The example of Véluntary siinplicity movement will provide a context out of
which to analyze and critique current writings on adult learning in new social
movements. The literature of transformative learning and sociocultural learning theories
~ will be lenses through ‘which to view the subject and each other in order to determine
Where each may address some of the critiques‘ and shortcomings of the others. Thué, this
research is theoreticAal inquiry that takes a hermeﬁeutic approach as discussed in Bentz
and Shapiro (1998):

In that it iﬁvo!ves a reintemretation of the meaning of, and intentions behind,

prior theoretical wérk, theoretical inquir?t is éssentially hermeneutic. It always

involves the interpretation and evaluation of existing theoretical or textual

r

evidence for the generation of new theory. (p. 144)
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This kind of theoretical inquiry requires a great deal of interpretation, in an iterative

process that brings elements into dialogue, develops ideas further, adds énother element,

draws out new understandings, and strengthens various theories and practiées along the

way. Along with interpretation, this kind of inquiry also makes asséssmehts about the

practical relevance, comprehensiveness, and success (relative to its competitors) of the
“conception being considered (Vokey, 2001).

I rely heavily on one source, Coombs and Daniels, (1991) to identify and apply
three distinct forms of inquiry within theoretical or conceptual inquiry: concept
interpretation, conceptual structure assessment, and conception development. In their
words, conceptual “...inquiry aims at understanding and improving the sets of concepts
or conceptual structures in terms of which we interpret experience, eXpress purposes,
frame problems, and conduct inquiries” (Coombs & Daniels, 1991, p. 27). Conceptual
inquiry, in this sense, is comprised of three forms of inquiry that the authors see as
guidelines rather than as specific, step-by-step procedﬁres. All three forms of inquiry can
contribute to the tasks of this project and they are chosen in order to provide a structure
for organizing the aﬁalysis, synthesis, and evaluation of the literature, theoretical
materiéls, and conceptions undergoing study.

- Concept interpretation.

The first fqrm of inquiry is concept interpretation, a process which includes
“...discovering the meanings persons attach to the concept...” (Coombs & Daniels, 1991,
p- 34). The intent is to reach “...interpretations that are both accurate and sufficiently rich
to capfure the complexity of the concepts...” (Coombs & Daniels, 1991, p. 29). Several

guidelines are suggested for this process of inquiry, with the clarification that they are not
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intended as steps apd not all may be needed for any given analytical task. Indeed, I use
some, but not all of the guidelines suggested and will only 6utline those that are used. In
order to develop an understanding of how a concept is ordinarily understood, its
relationships to other concepts and to social practices can be explored (Coombs &
Daniels, 1991). A variety of cases where the term is used should be compared and
contrasted in order to test understanding of a r;leaning. Consideration of how the concept
is used in less familiar settings prevents the researcher from falling baék on intuitive
understandings. And, finally, concepts may require more or less depth of analysis.

Exploration of the example of voluntary simplicity movement in orcier to examine
adult learning in new social movements raises some important conceptual challenges.
Understanding and interpreting the concept voluntary simplicity is critical to being able to
use the movement to analyse and critique the theories under considefation._ It is important
to understand, from the literature, how i)anicipants view the movement and their reasons
for participation. The process of concept interpretgtion outlined by Coombs and Daniels
(1991) is engaged in d'rder to explore a wide variety of literature related to the movement
and to. define and interpret the concept of voluntary simplicity. There are also two related
terms that will be considered through this process since they are central to the movement
literature as well as widely used and variously understood within and without that
literature: sustainability and social change.

Conceptual structure assessment.

The second of Coombs and Daniels’ (1991) three forms of conceptual inquiry is

_conceptual structure assessment:
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The purpose of conceptual structure assessment (CSA) is not simply to
understand the conceptual structure underlying a theory, model, argument; or
research pro grém, but to determine its adequacy for use in curriculum research

and development. Basically, such assessments are comparative. (p. 35)

Again, the authors have suggested a number pf guidelines for this form of inquiry. One
way of determining the adequacy of a particular structure is to consider “...the morality
of viewing the world as the structure would have us view it” (Coombs & Daniels, 1991,
p. 35). It is also important that a particillar structure allows us to develop questions about
the purposes and challenges of our educational projects. If the structure proposes
educational processes, part of the inquiry should be to determine how those processes are
justified as well as to explore theif educational implications.

This method will be used to interrogate a number of conceptual structures
engaged throughout this project. The central conceptual structure under consideration is
adult learning in new social movements, but related structures comprising transformative
learning and sociocultural learning theories, and explaining new social movements will
also be explored using this method. Questions that are asked include: How does this
conceptual structure view the world? How does it con-tribute to our educational purposes?
And how does it respond to the example of voluntary simplicity movement?

The implementa;[ion of conceptual structure assessment in this thesis takgs a
hermeneutical approach. Hermeneutics is especially important in this aspect of the project
because of the complexity of the ideas, conceptions, and theories that are‘incorporated
into the discussion of adult learning in new social movements. One main contribution is

to “(a)llow the movements of understanding to happen on their own time” (Bentz &
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Shapiré, p. 51). Hermeneutics recognizes that meaning is “webbed” (Smith, 1991) and it
rejects both foundationalism and nihilism (Noddings, 1998). Ail of these characteristics
point to the value of this approach for a theoretical inquiry that wants to analyze,
synthesize and evaluate \}arious threads of thought.

The idea that I most associate with hermeneutics is that of a hermeneutical circle
which incorporates ideas from dialectic to form a distinct process. This process is best
described by Vokey (2001) as follows:

This process involves two (at least) distinct diaiectical movements. One is the

movement back and forth in understanding a rival scheme of beliefs between

using some understanding of the whole to illuminate the part, and using some

‘understanding of the parts tb illuminate the whole. The other dialectic is the

movement back and forth between using one’s own point of view to understand

the other, and then using the rival point of view (as best understood) to illuminate

one’s own. (p. 41)

In order to use this process, it is important to understand the concept of horizons
and the structure of dialectic and I turn to Lonergan (1973) to explore these ideas. A
horizon, or a field of vision, is what we can see from our own position. My own horizon
is, of coufse, the primary field of vision from which this project is developed. Other
horizons are brought into the discussior; thrpugh presentation and interprgtation of other
literature(s). There are differences between the h\or.izonS associated with transformative
learning, sociocultural learning, new social movements, and the voluntary simplicity
movement. Some of the differences in these horizons may be complementary in that they

are not sufficient on their own and function to explain more of the world together. Other
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Vdifferences may be genetic, meaning that they represent separate stages of development
that build on and transform each other. Dialectically opposed horizons are not compatible
and find each other unintelligible (Lonergan, 1973). Seeing the development of the
discussion in this thesis as a hermeneutical circle will enable a deeper understanding of
adult learning in voluntary simplicity movement to emerge. If only one horizon, that of
transformative learning or the limited litcrature about adult learning in new social
movements, was engaged in this thesis, the results would be poorer than I believe they
will be for engaging in interpretation that brings in other horizons.

There are two places in which a hermeneutical circle process will be engaged in
this research. In addition to the concept interpretation of the term voluntary simplicity, a
hermeneutical approach to interpretation is engaged in order to undersfand the purposes,
values, and characteristics of volgntary simplicity. In this sense, my use of the term
hermeneutics follows Noddings (1998) who sees this as an ongoing process of
uncovering and suggesting new meanings and Smith (1991) who indicates thét meaning
is always referential and relational rather than absolute. The second place where the
hermeneutical circle can be entered, and more significant in terms of length and breadth,
is in chapter five. Following an exploration éf the voluntary simplicity movement and a
review of the literature of transformative learning, sociocultural learning, new social
movement theory, and adult learning in new social movements, the main task of the
thesis will be to bring all of these elements into dialogue. The idea of a hermeneutical
circle, where parts and whole illuminate each other and where different points of view are -

illuminate each other, lends itself well to the tasks of this thésis.
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An additional tool is used to provide a structure for engaging in interpretive tasks:
the Precede-Proceed Model (Green & Kreuter, 1999). This model assumes that behaviour
is best understood and education is best planned, when the understanding and planning is |
‘multidimensio‘nal. The authors propose that, in order to understand what is happening in -
regards to a particular behavioural phenomenon, one must understand the predisposing,
enabling, and reinforcing factors of the group and individuals being studied.
Und;arstanding what is happening in the voluntary simplicity movement ih terms of how
adults are drawn intq the movement, how they learn ideas, skills, and behavidurs, and
how they maintain changes in their lifestyles is directly related to these three factors. This
model is used to explore adult learning in Volumary simplicity movement by identifying
predisposing, enabling, and reinforcing factors for this group. Further interpretation is
done by explofing how the lite;ature on adult learning that has begn discussed in the
thesis can explain what is found in the movement, how elements of the literature can be
used to better under‘stand learhing in this movement, and how educators can plan and
facilitate learning based on this understanding.

It is important, then, to clarify what each of these factors comprises. The first set
of factors, “predisposing factors include a person or populafioﬁ’s knowledge, attitudes,
beliefs, values, and perceptions that facilitate or hinder motivation for change” (Green &

- Kreuter, 1999, p. 40). Participants' motivations to become involved with the movement,
to consider the issues, to think about possibly changing their lifestyles, all fall within this
category. The second category is enabling factors which “...are those skills, resources, or
barriers that can help or hinder the desired behaviof changes as well as environmental

changes” (Green & Kreuter, 1999, p. 40). In cbnsidering this factor, access to literature
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. and to study groups, understanding specific alternative actions, and how much control
participants have over various aspects of their life may be factors. Finally, reinforcing
factors includes rewards, feedback, support, and the positive or negative influences that
they provide the person and/or population. Since the voluntary simplicity movement
recommends various lifestyle changes that are at odds with mainstream culture, these
factors are particularly important for sustaining change. Identifying predisposing,
enabling, and reinforcing factors in the voluntary simplicity movement lays the

| groundwork for understanding elements of adult learning in this movement and makes

- possible the engagement of various theories and conceptions of adult learning to
synthesize and evaluate what is found.

Conception development.

The third of Coomb‘svand Daniels’ (1991) forms of conceptual inquiry is
conception development. This form of inquiry is ““...designed to develop and defena a
conception or conceptual structure” (Coombs & Daniels, 1991, p. 28). Guidelines for this
method include taking care that I know what I want the conception to accomplish and
how that is related to the problem(s) as articulated in the research. Care also needs to be
taken so that the conception fetains the meaning of the original idéas and shows cleariy'
how it is better than the original group of concepts. The final task of this research project
will be to buiid on the concepts and understandings of adult learning in new social
movements and to add to the developing coﬁception of this kind of leafning. This task
will obviously be partial and limited, but the method of conception development can help

to ensure that it is done with respect and caution.
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As this is a conceptual project, I identify my data as the literature of the voluntary
simplicity movement. All other literature brought into the discussion is there to analyze
the data and to develop an understanding of adult leaming in this movement. I use the
term data to distinguish how the different bodies of literature are used and to identify the
Vqluntary simplicity movement literature as the focus.of the study.

In conclusion, it is clear that this methodology is multifaceted. The research
process began with identifying research goals and qucstilons, positioning me, and naming
assumptions and possible implications in the first two chapters of the thesis. The process
now continues and can be described in three stages which are found in the following four
chapters. The first stage, in Chapter 3, is the concept interpretation of voluntary
simplicity in order to understand this movement. In the second stage, conceptual structure
assessment will be engaged first by using the Precede-Proceed model to identify various
aspects of learning in the voluntary simplicity movement. I will then take a hermeneutical
approach to conceptual structure assessment in order to determine what can be
understood about adult learning in the voluntary simplicity movemént and about
transformative and sociocultural leaming theories as they relate to this movement.
Chapter 4 and most of Chapter 5 attend to conceptual structure assessment. Finally, a
brief application of cbnception development, 1n the conclusion of Chapter 5 and

- continuing into Chapter 6, will show what can be added to the theorizing about and‘
practice of adult learning in new social movements, especially in they speciﬁé case of the
voluntary simplicity movement. In each of these stages of the research process, choices
are made regarding what to focus on and where to draw boundaries in order to keep the

project managable. My role as a scholarly practitioner is to attend to implications for
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theory and practice throughout the dialogue and to attend to all elements of the dialogue

without losing sight of the whole.
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Chapter 3: Voluntary Simplicity

The term “voluntary simplicity” was coined in 1936 by Richard Gregg (Elgin,
1993). It became a recognized movement in the 1970.s (Shama & Wisenblit, 1984) and
has been gathering more mainstream attention in the last two decades (Zavestoski, 2002).
The term is variously used and understood, with nuances of interpretation depending on
the perspectives gnd purposes of those engaged with the concept. In order to develop and
implement a thesis project that explores adult learnihg within voluntary simplicity |
movement, it is vital}y important to understand how this concept is used, how it is
interpreted through various perspectives, and the critigues that have been named. Some of
the questions to be considered include: How is the term"used and defined in the
iiterature? What are the core values of voluntary simplicity? What kinds of practices are
common among volunt_ary simplifiers and in what aspects of their lives? What kinds of
critique are made regarding the concept and the practices? As the researcher, it is critical
that I am intentional about how I will be using the term in shaping‘and discussing the
research. It is also impoﬁant that I be able to explain the meaning of the term to readers
in a way that is supported and justified and thatAI remain open to alternative meanings.

In order to develop this exploration, a variety of literature was consulted ranging
from articles in academic journals, to magazines and websites, to some of the key popular
books in tile field. These sources were chosen to demonstrate héw the constituencies
involved in explicating and practicing voluntary simplicity understand the concept. There
are sources that were read but not included in this study and some sources tha; were not

considered at all. I attempted to select representative and key resources while keeping the
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amount of literatﬁre included ménagable. The books include a classic in the field, one that
focuses on educaﬁon for voluntary simplicity, one that emphasizes spirituality from a
Christian perspective, a book that takes é more philosophical and political approach, and
a book that taps into the links between Voluntary.sithplicity and ecological sustainability.
Articles chosen from websites represent the main online communities related to voluntary
simplicity while magazine articles show some of the response from géneral culture.
Interestingly, most ac‘ademic papérs on voluntary simplicity are currently found in
journals related to marketing, economics, énd psychology and this provides a source
outside of the movement so that understandings of the concept can be compared. Using
concept interpretation and conceptual structure assessment, this chapter develops an
understanding of the concept of voluntary simplicity, contributes an interpretation of the

conceptual structure, and attends to critiques of the concept.

Understanding Voluntary Simplicity

By “understanding” voluntary simplicity, I mean getting at how the concept is
commonly used, parﬁcularly how it is defined and described and what characteristics are
linked to it. In their helpful outline of concept interpretation, Coombs and Daniels (1991)
foreground the importance of ihvestigating a range of meanings and indicating
relationships between concepts. They suggest that the purpose of concept interpretation is
to unaerstand, but not changé, our concepts. In order to develop an understanding of the
concept of voluntary simplicity, definitions, descriptibns, and characteristics named in the
literature reviewed ‘will be explored. The‘ main questions here are: Where is this term

used and how 1s i1t understood and used?
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Before looking to the literature, a quick foray into é dictionary can show the bas'ic
" definition of the two words that make up the term voluntary simplicity. According to the
Canadian Dictionary of the English Language (1997), the two terms are defined as
follows:

Voluntary — 1. Arising from or acting on one’s own free will. 2. Acting, serving,

or done willingly and without constraint or expectation of reward. 3. Normally

controlled by or subject to individual volition. (p. 1520)

Simplicity — 1. The property, condition, or quality of being simple or uncombined.

2. Absencé of luxury or showiness; plainness. 3. Absence of affectation or

pretence. (p. 1275)-

In his book Voluntary Simplicity, considered o_ne‘ of the main classics in the ﬁeld,
buane Elgin (1993) also begins his exploration of the concept by looking separately at
each of the words in the term. He says that “to live more voluntarily is to live more
deliberately, intentionally, and purposefully — in short, it is to live more consciously”
(Elgi_n, 1993, p. 24). In this understanding, voluntary involves paying attention, being
aware and choosing how we will act in the wdrld. Elgin’s understanding includes an
awareness of both our inner and outer worlds and emphasizes the need for actiﬁg as well
as being. Turning to the word simplicity Elgin indicates that how simplicity is exﬁressed
varies acéording t;) each person. He mentions clutter, complication, consumption, work,
and relationships, among other things, and then states that “simplicity of living means
meeting life face-to-face” (Elgin, 1993, p. 25). Finally, he gives the following definition

of voluntary simplicity: “...a manner of living“that is outwardly more simple and
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inwardly more rich, a way of being in which our most authentic and alive self is brought
into direct and conscious contact with the living” (Eigin, 1993, p. 25).

Another central text in the area of voluntary simplicity is Cecile Andrews’ (1997)
book entitled The Circle of Simplicity: Return to the Good Life, which initiated an
educational movement of simplicity study circles. In this book, Andrews (1997) defines
éimplicity as a way of life, stating that:

The life of voluntary simplicity is a life lived consciously, a decision to live in

harmony with life, to show reverence for life, to sustain life. It is a life of

creativity and celebration, a life of community and participatory democracy, and a

life in touch with nature aﬁd the universal life force. It is a life that has soul, it is a

life that allows the individual’s soul to awaken. (p. 22)

Andrews’ definition, like Elgin’s, clearly attends to both the inner life and the outer
world. Her understanding has a spiritual focus that is also found throughout another
popular book, Simpler Living, Compassionate Life: A Christian Perspective edited by
Michael Schut (1999). In his own article in the book, Schut gets at the concept of
voluntary simplicity through the idea of abundance. He describes voluntary simplicity in
terms of understanding what enough is, having time to reflect on our lives and our values,
e_lppreciating the sacredness of all life, and striving for the equitable distribution of
resources. In'short, voluntary simplicity is both a philosophy and a practice: it is a
lifestyle (Johnston & Burton, 2002).

While the above definitions exhibit a breadth in terms of what is included in the

concept of voluntary simplicity, other understandings are somewhat more focused or

particular. Writing about voluntary simplicity from within the field of economic




psychology, Etzioni (1998) gi;/es the following deﬁn;tion: f‘yolunfary simplicity refers to
the choice out of free will — rather than being coerced by poverty, government austerity
programs, or being imprisone& — to limit expenditures on consumer goods and services,
aﬁd to cultivate non-materialistic sources of satisfaction and meaning” (p. 620). In
Efzioni’s view, volunéary simplicity is one alternative to cabitalism’s goal of proﬁt
through consumerism. Of the range of possible concerns pertaining to yoluntary
simplicity, consumption is one that is commonly a particular focus. Shaw and Newholm
(2002) foreground the choice to reduce and/or change consumption patterns, including
those related f_o diet and transportation as well as choosing ethical, secondhand, or
technologically efficient prociucts. Another common characteristic ascribed to voluntary
simplicity is fhe idea of seif—sufﬁciency (Iwata, 2001; Shama & Wisenblit, 1984;
Zavestoski, 2002) or self—detennination (Dominguez & Robin, 1992; Johnston & Burton,
2002). Exchanging work for free time, reducing clutter, creating peaceful living spaces,
streamlining financial and household tasks are some of the other characteristics of those
précticing voluntary simplicity, oﬁén with a related reduction in income (Davis & Stover,
1996). One writer describes the pull of voluntary simplicity as “...yearning for aidifferent |
kind of life —something slower and quieter; sométhing more deliberate” (Keeva, 2003, p.
79). Drawing on statements from many people within the voluntary sifnplicity movement,
Andrews (1997) identiﬁes the elements of the “common person’s definition” of voluntary
simplicity as tifne, freedom, purpose, identity, environment, clutter and consumption,

j money, moving to the country, health, mental health, and fulfillment.

| It is clear from just this sampling of opinion, from literature within and outside

the movement, that the concept voluntary simplicity has a range of meaning: it is used in
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different ways by different people. However, it is also clear that this range is contained or
bounded by the consistent appearance of several core characteristics. Concerns within the
inner life for conscious and intentional ways of living, for attention to non-material
aspects of self and world, and for sacredness and soulAﬁJIness are common, but not
universal, characteristics of voluntary simplicity. In the outer world, limiting
consumption and clutter, and spending less time on work and more with family and in
4community are also common, but not universal, characteristics. 1f these, then, are the |
main characteristics found in definitions énd explanations of the term, they pfovide a

focus for using a fairly abstract concept in concrete ways.

Interpreting Voluntéry Simplic_ilfy

While concept interpretétion begins with sifting through various usés of a term to
discern a core meaning and to show specific ways to apply an abstract concept (Coombs
& Dahiels, 1991), a more hermeneutical approach is used to interpret elements of the
voluntary simplicity movement. Smith (1991) indicates that hermeneutics is about
making sense of our lives, not through rigid adherence to methodoloéy, but by
demonstrating understanding and by attending to tradition while being open to new ways
of understanding. For the task of this literature review, a hermeneutical approach will
address the questions: What are the commonly articulated values and purposes of -
VO luntafy simplicity and how are they important in interpreting the term? My intent is to
assess the conceptual structure of volurﬁary simplicity to provide an interpretation for the

ongoing conversation.
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Different writers interpret the breadth of ipterests \%/ithiﬂ voluntary simplicity mn
different ways. Etzioni (1998) addresses the variations by positing three distinct levels of
voluntary simplicity practice while McCormick (1 997) names three 'different messages
within the movement. Taking a slightly different starting point, Johnston and Burton
(2002) identify 12 dimensions of the movement that comprise four overall values.
Looking first at thé ;chree levels of voluntary simplicity bractice, it can be seer& how the -
characteristics identified in the first section of this bc‘:hapter can be léyered in a logical

“way. Using the terms downshifters, strong simplifiers, and holistic simplifiers, Etzioni -
(1998) shows how lifestyles are impacted in moderaté, strong, and radical ways
depending on an individual intensity of practice. Downshifters reduce their consumption’
somewhat but gene;ally maintain their lifestyles and practice voluntary simplicity in
some areas but not in others. At this level of intensity, the main focus is on changin‘g

~work patterns and on the requisite shifts in consumption. Strong simplifiers also focus on
decreasing work or changing to more meaningful work but to a greater extent, creating
the need to reduce consumption more signiﬁcéntly as income is decreased. The final level
of intensity, the holistic simplifiers, is the ﬁost extreme: “this group differs from the
downshifters and even strong simplifiers not orﬂy in scope of change in their conduct but
also:in that it is motivélted by a cohefently articulated philosophy” (Etzioni, 1998, p. 626).
So, one-way of interpreting the ranée of meaning for voluntary simplicity is to focus on
tfle levels of intensity at which it is considered and practice.:d.b |

Alternatively, the purpose driving an understanding of voluntary simplicity can
also provide a way of interpreting the concept. It is suggested that there are:.h“. ..three

fundamentally different messagves:’ simplicity is about frugality, simplicity is about stress
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management; and/(most rarely) simplicity is about social and ecological justice”
(McCormick, 1997, p. 47).

Again, considering the range of meaning and characteristics described above, it
seems that this view can also be supported. Characteristics, or practices, can be grouped
" into categories concerned with reducing spending and consumﬁtion, living a more‘
peaceful life, and making choices about work and consumption that are influenced by
social and environmental issues. Most of the literature looking at voluntary simplicity
from an economic or marketing point of view focuses on the first message of simplicity
and is mainly concerned with the reduction in spending (Shaw & Newholm, 2002;
Zavestoski, 2002). This focus is also found in the literature of voluntary simplicity itself
with books like Your Money or Your Life (Dominguez & Robin, 1992) and newsletters
such as The T ightwad Gazette being very popular (McCormick, 1997).

For many others drawn to voluntary simplicity, the purposé that théy identify with
is living a quieter, slower, more peaceful lifestyle. Responding to a culture of overwork,
time binds, and high stress, many writefs do speak from this perspective (Andrews 1997;
Davis & Stover, 1996; Elgin, 1993). There is éenainly evidence that the value of a
different way of living is strongly related to this message of voluntary simplicity.

The third message suggested' by McCormick (1997) is that of social and
'ecological justice. Simplifiers who are concerned about environmental issues tend to
choose products that last longer, prefer natural products, choose ethical alternatives, and
buy less in order to use fewer resources (Craig-Lees & Hill, 2002). Writers and

practitioners also recognize that reducing consumption by simplifying lifestyles will
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leave more resources for others whose basic needs are not met (Durning, 1999; Schut,
1999).

Related to purpose aré values and another way of approaching the task of
intérpreting this concept is to start with the values named by va;fious writers on the
subject: self, relationship, society, and the earth (Johnston & Burton, 2002). In their
review of the literature, Johnston and Bﬁrton (2002) identified 89 keywords that fell into
twelve dimensions and associated those dimensions with the above four values. This
approach to exploring the meaning of voluntary simplicity uses an empirical method to
find the understanding of thosé writing in the movement. In their analysis, focus on self,
with concerﬁ for the good life, purpose, growth, self-determination and choice, is the
strongest value in the literature. Although this value, with its self-interested focus, forms
the basis of lvo luntary simplicity, the other three values turn that focus outward. The
outward shift begins with family, friends, community: those elements of life nearest to
the self, with interest in both service and social justice leading to the third value of |
sociéty. A close look at the literature finds a call to shift from focus on the self to focus
on society, linking individual lifestyle choices to societal issues. Finally, the value thét
focuses on the earth comprises both an appreciation of nature and an awafenéss of the
relationship between environmental issues and OQercongumption. This literature review,
~ then, shows again the various ways that voluntary simplicity is understood and engaged.

The idea that there are a few fundamental messages or sets of core values within
voluntary simplicity is also named in different ways by other writers. Based on interviews
with 53 participants in Voluﬁtary simplicity workshops in Australia, Craig-Lees and Hill

(2002, p. 191) concluded that “individuals can adopt thé philosophy for different reasons,
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such as concern for the environment, their religion, or their physical well-being.” In his
most recent work, (Elgin, 2003) suggests that, depending on the core values shaping
practice, ten approaches to voluntary simplicity can now be identified. These are: -
choiceful, commercial, compassionate, écological, elegant3 frugal, natural, poli;tical,
soulful, and uncluttered simplicity and his explanafions of the values associated with each
reflect those named in this literature review.

Just as there is no one specific definition that can be attached to voluntary
simplicity, there is also no one specific purpose that can be seen to be driving the
movement:

This way of life cannot be strictly defined. It means different things to different

people. (Pierce, 2003, para. 2)

Thus, a wide range of individuals practiée voluntary simplicity for multiple

reasons (Shaw & Newholm, 2002, p. 169).

...the growing culture.of simplicity contains a flourishing garden of expressions

whose great diversity — and intertwined unity — are creating a resilient and hardy

ecology of learning about how to live more sustainable and meaningful lives

(Elgin, 2003, para. 17).

However, just‘ as there are a set of characteristics associated with voluﬁtary simplicity,
“there are also themes that reflect the values and intentions of those writing about and
practicing this philosophy. When interpreting the conceptual structure of \}oluntary

- simplicity, theh, it is important to attend to the values that influence different
understandiﬁgs and different explanations of the concept. The suggeistions given for how

to live a simple life and how to apply the philosophy of simplicity will depend on the
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posifion of the writer. This movement is still quite young and is still in_the proceés of
drawing together various perspectives and concerns. Whether seen as a patchwork quilt
(McCormick, 1997) or as a garden (Elgin, 2003), there are definitely a variety of ‘
interpretations that are commonly found. As the movement continues to grow and to be
shaped by both theory and practice, one challenge will be to illuminate the links between
the different purposes and sets of Valﬁes that underpin the movement. Voluntary
simplicity could be seen as a path, as é goal, or both, depending on what participants
hope to accomplish through a simpler lifestyle and why they want to accomplish these
things. Each of the streams of thought resonates forv mansl people and has an impact on
how people live in the world. Further work and conversation has the potential to draw

these streams together and create greater change.

Critiquing Voluntary Simplicity

Questions of power and access, of worldview and positionality will be considered
" in this section. Critical tradition, with its scepticism regarding neutral and observable
truth (Noddings, 1998), and its interest in questioning and challenging dominant
discourse (Lather, 1991), provides good guidance for-engaging a concept as complex and
potentially subversive as voluntary simplicity. Consideration of power relationships and |
of practical realities is important to the conversation as well. Voluntary simplicity
certainly has scepﬁcs and detractors. This section will focus not so much on the specific
arguments about why it will not work or why it is a bad idea. Rather, it aims to get to the

root concerns of critics; the underlying philosophical disconnects and perspectives.
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The main critique of voluntary simplicity is that it is a movement of the wealthy:
that simplicity can only be a chqice when basic needs are met and one has more than
enough (Etzioni, 1998). This critique has layers related to who has access to the
movement lifestyle and who benefits from the cumulative practices. The argument is
made that those choosing a simpler lifestyle are abandoniﬁg their dgty to the economic
well-being of others (Vanderbilt, 1996). It can also be seeh as a way of retreating from
the world as Taylor-Gooby (1998) argues: “provided you have enough of it, money can
buy you the choice of renouncing consumerism to attend to things that really make you
happy” (p. 646).

A dominant discourse of our day is that of consumerism. This critique of
voluntary simplicity as being a luxury, irresponsible or retreatist can be seen asa
defensive reaction of that dominant discourse. Certainly, the movement is made-up of
wealthy or at least comfortable practitioners, but that, for many, is exactly the point.
‘According to Noddings (1998, p. 67), “from the perspective of critical theorists,
philosophy must be engaged with the great étruggles and social movements of our times.”
As the gap between the rich and poor widens and the environmental consequences of
overconsumption become clearer, movements such as anti-globalization and anti-war .
campaigns, The World Social Forum, vegetarianism, and sustainable agriculture are
struggling for a better world. Voluntary simplicity, with its appeal to those who have
economic and social power, has the potential to deconstruct the dominant discourse of
consumerism and act as a corrective to unjust living. As one of the key thinkers in the
field, it is important that this is a concern for Elgin (1993) who has considerable influence

as one of the founders of the movement. He states that: “unless dramatic changes are
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made in the manner of living and cbnsu_ming in in/dustrialized nations, we will soon
produce a world of monumental des'tructiOn, suffering, conflict, and despair” (Elgin,
1993, p. 53). This view is also found in an article by someone looking into the growing
phenomenon of voluntary simplicity: “...voluntary simplicity is not a form of self—
improvement or —purification; it is an integral part of a personal and communal response
to the social and ecological injustices that confront us at the end of the second
millennium” (McCormick, 1997, pp. 48-49).

By beginning with a focus on a sense of dissatisfaction with consumerism or of
overwork and stress, voluntary simplicity gets a foot in the dbors of the wealthier parts of
the world. As practices and lifestyles éhange and deepen, those participating in voluntary

- simplicity begin to reduce their impacti on the environmént, free up resources for others,
and to find alternatives to destructive consumption patterns. According to Etzioni (1998,
p. 641), voluntary simplicity “...provides a socially approved and supported lifestyle that
is both psychologically sustainable and compatible with basic socio-economic equality.”
With its focus on finding satisfaction in nonmaterial aspects of life, on spending more
time with family, on civic participation and even social justice activism, voluntary
simplicity speaks to some of the common concerns of those with more than enough. By
engaging this constituency in change, there is pétential to create widespreéd social
change. |

This position 1s echoed by Segal (2003) who opens the paperback edition of his

book Graceful Simplicity: The Philosophy and Politics of the Alternative Amerfcan
Dream by recognizing a shift that has occurred in the movement in few years since his

first publication. He indicates that his first edition was quite critical of other voluntary
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simplicity literature for proViding individualistic, “how to” prescriptions rather than a
“politics of simplicity”. Recognizing the importance of naming practical actions related
to social change, he indicates that the movement has begun “...to develop into a politics
that goes beyond the bounds of a self-help movement” (Segal, 2003, p. xii1). His hope is .
that the movement will continue to become more socially aware anq politically active,
making the alternative of simple living into a real possibility for average families.
These criticisms come from both within andlwithout the movement itself. In her
research analyzing the voluntary simplicity movement, Grigsby (2004) raises a number of
_critiques of the movement from her position as both an academic researcher and a
movement participant. Her critiques of the movement revolve around a general sense that
the movement is not critically reflective of itself. One of Grigsby’s main critiques of thé
movement reflects those critiques discussed above. She sees the movement as too
focused on voluﬁtary individual change with not enough attention to legislated structural
change. She attributes this limited vision to a lack of attention to ways in which
inequalities are perpetuated structurally. For instance, although voluntary simplicity
advocates freeirig up resources through reducing consumption so that others can meet
basic needs, this focus does not address sﬁ’uctural inequalities in how resources are
distributed and who has power over resources. This tendency to see and address only part
of the problem is, in Grigsby’s (2004, p. 125) view, because “certain forms of inequality
are apparent to them, and others are hidden in the shadows cast by their privilege.”
Another 'cfitique that Grigsby (2004) raises is regarding a preference, of individual
participants and the movement as a whole, for avoiding conflict. She indicates that in

placing high value on being inclusive and nonjudgmental, the movement glosses over
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conflict and doeé not problemafize issues of power that do exist within various aspects of
~ the movement. She makes this point parﬁcularly in relation to gendered power issues that
she experienced and observed in simplicity study circles and that she believes pervade the
" movement as a whole. This tendency is perpetuated by desires for a peaceful life, for
groups that are supportive, for a blame-free and guilt-free atmosphere, and for a sense of
unity:
Sifnple livers are stuck in some ways between théir desire to achieve an
environmentally sustainable and more egalitarian world and the desire to feel
good about themselves instead o/f guilty about the world’s injustices and negotiate
comfortable lives for themselves...Many also want to avoid conflict and
contentipn in their daily lives and to feel comfortable in the relationships they
have with others. This makes them reluctant to critique, deconstruct, or advocate
dismantling of structures that provide them relative benefits eveﬁ as they want to
change outcomes Qf the processes of these structures. (Grigsby, 2004, p. 160)
Whether in their immediate relationships within the voluntary simplicity community or-
regarding relationships with the wider world, the desire to avoid conflict and the focus on
)

personal change limits the potential of the movement. These critiques will be kept in

mind and considered in terms of how they relate to adult learning in this movement.

Sustainability and Social Change
Most of this chapter has been concerned with understanding, interpreting, and
critiquing the concept of voluntary simplicity. There are two other terms that are used

throughout the thesis and in the literature that comprises the data and theoretical
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framework of the thesis: sustainability and social change. In order to be clear and
consistent about the meaning of these terms within this project, a brief concept
interpretation of each follows.

Sustainability, in the literature of the voluntary simplicity movement, is
comprised of ecological, economic, and social elements. Using resources more slowly
than théy are produced by the carth is a central element of how sustainability is
iinderstt)od (Elgin, 1993; Merkel, 2003). Sharing available resources equally with
humanity, future generations, and otiler beings is also foregrounded (Dominguez &
Robin, 1992; Duming, 1999; Eigin, 1993; Merkel, 2003).' Social elements of
sustainability include equality, democracy, and community ‘(Merk'el,‘2003). The term
sustainability will be useci in this thesis with a meaning of ecological, economic, and
social sustainability of the whole earth, locally aild globally, in human communities and
ecosystems. This understanding is reflected both in the literature of the movement being
studied and in the wider culture as can be seen 'by the definition found on Wikipedia, an
online, participatory encyclopedia:

Sustainability isa systeinic concept, relating to the continuity of economic,

social, institutional and environmental aspects of human society. It is intended to

be a means of configuring civilization and human activity so that society, its
members and its economies are able to meet their needs and express their greatest
potential in the present, while preserving biodiversity and natural ecosystems, and
planning and acting for the ability to maintain these ideals in a very long term.

Sustainability affects every level of organization, from the local neighborhood to

the entire planet. (2006, para. 1)
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Social change is gnother term that is widely used in the literature of the leuntary
simplicity movement and of adult education. It is also a term that can be understood in
various ways. In both the voluntary simplicity movement and the adult education
literature used th:oughoﬁt this thesis, a particular ﬁnderstanding of social change is
present; an understanding that social change is directly linked to social jﬁstice. Changes
that aré advocated include both material and nonmaterial changes in areas such as
econorﬁics, pollution, and community involvement (Elgin, 1993). Often the specific
injustices to be changed are not named individually, but are categorized as social and
ecological injusticés (McCormick, 1997). Overall, they reﬂeqf the three elements of
sustainabiiity named above. This understanding that social change means reducing or
eliminating injustices is also the underlying meaning of the term in rﬁuch adult education
literature. Reference to education and action, to a political agenda (Heaney, 1992), and to
““...improvement of the social condition” (Ilsley, 1992, p. 26) give an idea of how this
term is understood in adult education. In the introduction to this thesis, the call for a
vision for adult education is linked to an understanding that social change is not just any
. structural or community change, but is change that is concerned with equality and equity.
For this thesis, the concept of social change will be used with an implic_it understanding
that the term refers to progressive, emanci'patory‘ change that enables ecological,
economic, and social sustainability.

This chapter uses concept interpretation and a brief conceptual strﬁcture
assessment to explore the literature of the voluntary simplicity movement and to
understand its’ self-definition, its’ goals and purposes, and its’ philosbphies and practices.

This analysis is bounded by what literature was used and by how the inquiry was
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undertaken, but it is sufficient to provide insight into the movement and its’ literature. I
will come back to this literature in Chapter 5 in order to look more closely at how adults
learn in this movement. Before beginning that analysis, I want to explore some literature

on adult learning so that it can be drawn into the analysis of the voluntary simplicity

movement.
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Chapter 4: Adult Learning

Adult learning in new social movements is the primary theoretical interest of this
research. The case of voluntary simplicity movement was chosen to dialogue with what is
known about new social movements and about adult learning within these movements. 1
am proposing in this thesis that adult learning in new social movements cannot be
understood only through the extant research and writing on the subject. I aim to bring into
dialogue with this literature the éubstantia] contributions of trahsformative learning
theory and sociocultural learning theory to the understanding of adult learning and adult
education. Transformative learning theory is where my inquiry initially began, with an
interest in the transformation of personal beliefs leading to actions that cumulatively
could enable social change. Sociocultural learning theory enters the dialogue in order to
better understand the context of learning and the role of both groups and cultures in
gnabling and sustaining learning. Finally, I review the existing literature on adult learning
in new social movements. As a part of this discussion, new social movement theory is \
engaged in order identify characieristics and understandings of these movements. These
three Vbodies 6f theory will be summarized, analyzed, and critiqued in this chapter and
will join with the chapter on the voluntary simplicity movement to inform the discussion
.that follows. This chapter continues to implement the proposed methodology by engaging
n conceptuél structure assessment of various conceptions of adult learning in a
herme.:.neut‘ical manner. The literature chosen for study is representative of each body of
literature and has contributions to make to understanding adult learning iﬁ the Volunt‘ary

simplicity movement.
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Transformative Learning Theory

Transformative learning theory has comé to be an integral p.an of the field of adult
education. As Taylor (2000) indicates: |

No recent body of research in the field of adult education has been given

more attention in the pursuit of understanding adult learning than the study

of transformative learning theory. Transformative learning théory is

uniquely adult, abstract, idealized, and grounded in the nature of human

cdmmunication. (p. 2)

" In exploring the thought of O’Sullivan, Freire, and Mezirow, three recogniZAed'
writers in this field, I found that there are some common themes in transformative
learning. Of course, not every theme is present in the work of each of the three writers
and there are places where their stances diverge. This makes the project of understanding
the dimensions of transformative learning aﬁ interesting and complex one. Over the next
'p'ages, some of_‘thes}e themes will be identified and investigated.

This historical moment. .

Throughout his work toward building a theory of transformative learning,
Mezirow (1981, 1989a, 1994, 2000) has focused on the importance of education
enabiing perspective transformation in adult learners. Many others have built
upon and critiqued Mezirow’s work - both applying and questioning his ideas
(Clark & Wilson, 1991; Collard & Law, 1989; Cranton, 1994; Taylor, 1997). In
light of his focus on personal transformation, Mezirow does not exhibit the direct

links to contemporary issues that are considered by O’Sullivan and Freire.
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Both O’Sullivan and Freire connect the task of transformation to the pa_iticular
historical moment in which we find ourselves. Both also reflect that adult education has
beei;l used to maintain and perpetuate the status quo or the dominant cultural themes of
our time (Freire,. 1970; O’Sullivan, 2001). Freire (1970) attributes this tendency to a .
narrative approach to education that transfers accepted knowledge and results in students
adapting to the world without a critical awareness. Clearly breaking with the modernist
project, O’Sullivén (2001, p. 2) states that: “...the fundamental eduéati_onal task of our’
times is to make the choice for a sustainable planetary habitat of interdependent life |
forms over and against the dysfunctiongl calling of the global competitive marketplace.”
" He believes that we are living in a time of contested visions of reality and in a time where
the attitudes and actions of the dominant culture are being called into question. The role
of transformative education here is to go beyond a critique of the culture to provide an
alternative vision and specific ways to create a more just and sustainable‘ culture
(O’Sullivan, 2001).. Similarly, Freire (1970), writing some thirty years earlier, considers
“_..the fundamental theme of our epoch to be that of domination — which iniplies that it’s
opposite, the theme of liberation, as the objective to be achieved.” Also questionin;g the
modernist value of progress, Freire (1970) sees in humanity the creatfvity not only to
produce material goods but to also develop “social institutions, ideas, and concepts.”
Viewing humanity as possessing a vocation to act on the world and as being always .
unfinished, Freiré (1998) points to transformative learning as essential to the purpose of
humanity. In the view of these two thinkers, this moment in the historS/ of humanity is a

moment on the cusp of a cultural shift.
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Personal readiness.

Central to Mezirow’s (1978) approach to transformative learning is the
understanding that the learner, in order to experiencé transformation, must first become
conscious of the cultural and psychological assumptions that shaf)e her/his way of being.
Whether through a “disorienting dilemma” leadiqg to sudden insight or through a more
gradual process of awareness, potential learners become ready for transfofmation

(Mezirow, 1981). Alongside this is, of course, the possibility that potential learners rhay

choose to remain within their comfort zone or to deny the need for transformation.

The process of denial is part of what O’Sullivan (2001) identifies as the survival
stage of the transformation of consciousness. An individual faced with evidence that
there are problems caused byb the dominant culture may react with denial and may even

move through a number of realizations, each followed by denial, before entering a state

- of despair and grief (O’Sullivan, 2001). Another way to view this stage is by considering

the learner as a “naive thinker” seeking, perhaps unconsciously, to accommodate
themselves to the norms of the éulture (Freire, 1970). This ﬁaiveté must be b;eached in--
order to recognize the unﬁnished nature of humans: it is this nature that makes us
educable (Freire, 1998). Regardless of the language used or the details of the perspective,
all three approaches studied indicaté that transformatiQe learniné can be a challenging
and even dangerous process, with nthe‘potential to engender fear and hopelessness in the
1earnér. This makes the task of the educator more difficult and more important: we are

not sirnply'tranéfening knowledge but are engaged in an ethical endeavour.

3
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Oppression.

The use of the concept of oppression here is not meant in any way to diminish the
real and devastating oppression experienced by those in the majority world. However, 1
believe it is important to consider the oppressive nature of the consumer culture inherent
in North American experience. The links between this reality and the economic and
cultural oppression of peoples and nations around the world are widely recognized and
are key to understandiné the need for t}ansformation in our own society. In his discussion
of the relationship between oppressor and oppressed, Freire (1970), points to the reality
of this link by indicating that “...oppressors do not see their monopoly on having more as
a privilege which dehﬁmanizes others and themselves” (p. 45) This places North
American consumers squarely in the role of dppressor. However, much of Freire’s
discussion of the struggle for liberation can be interpreted with culturally-conditioned
consumers in the fole of the oppressed as well. Perceiving the reality of oppression,
identifying alternatives, and believing in the possibility of change (Freire; 1970) are all
aspects of this struggle which apply well to transférmative learning in the context of
privilege. This position is supported by O’Sullivan’s (2001) argument that messages of
consumption are pervasive in our culture and that the task of traﬁsformative education is
to teach a critical hearing of these voices‘.that can resist the ovérwhelmmg rhetoric as a
first step towa;d visioning and creating an alternative. Taking a more psychological
approach, Mezirow (1981)'sees our culturally-bound assumptions as inducing
dependency and constraining our development. He thus sees perspective transformation

as ‘an emancipatory process. Learners may be emancipated from the oppressive nature of
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the dominant culture as well as from their foies as oppressors of others as their actions
shift to cause less oppression themselves.
| Dialogue and reﬂéction.

Two of the approaches to transformative learning explored here speak explicitly
of the role of the teacher and student in terms of dialogue and reflection. The pfocess of
perspective taking in Mezirow (1978, 1985) is seen as one of engaging in dialogue in
order to test assumptions, try different points of {/iew, and validate new assertions. This
author also posits the need for a critical reflectivity that assists learners in discerning how
the meanings they attach to reality are formed (Mezirow, 1978). Similarly, Freife (1998)
argues that critical reflection is necessary to prevént theory from becoming simply words
and practice from"becoming simply activism. This critical reflection cannof happen in
isolation, but rather is an “act of communication” and a “process of co-participation” that
is “dialogical and not polemical” (Freire, 1998). In his earlier work, Freire (1970)
differentiates between “banking education” where the educator deposits knowledge into
the students and “problem-posing education” where “...students — no longer docile
listeners — are now co-investigators in dialogue with the teacher.” The need for

acknowledgement, shared understanding, emotional intimacy, and nourishment of the

. soul are the reasons given by O’Sullivan (2001) for learning in community.

Throughout his exploration of transformative learning, Mezirow argues that
establishing ideal conditions for discourse in adult education environments is necessary
for the promotion of perspective transformation in learners (1985, 1989a, 1991, 2000).

He sces these conditions for discourse as fundamental to creating a quality learrﬁng

environment and promoting high levels of learner participation. As well, they are relevant

59




in assessing systems, institutions, and practices as they pertain to learning (Mezirow,
1985).

In the domain of communicative learning, where inquiry is focused on
understanding meéning, assumptions anci beliefs are tested through consensus (Mezirow,
1989). Consensus-building requires much of its participants as it is informéd, criticdl,
emotional, and ongoing. Due'to this complex nature, it can be more likely to occur under
some circumstances and conditions and educators need to be intentional about creating
environments for learning in this manner.

In several of his articles and books on Transformation Theory, Mezirow
(1985, 1989, 1991, and 2000) lists and examines what he claims to be the ideal
conditions for discourse. The handling of the subject found in his helpful review
(1994) of the theory will inform our discussion here:

Ideally, a participant in a discourse will (a) have accurate and complete

information, (b) be free from coercion and distorting self-deception, (c) be -

able to weigh evidence and assess arguments “objectively,” (d) be open to
altefnative points of view and to care about the way others think and feel,

(e) bé able to become critically reflective of assumptio\ns and their

consequences, (f) have equal oppprtunity to participate in the various roles

of discourse, and (g) be willing tb accept an informed, objective and |

rational consensus as legitimate test of validity until new perspectives,

eVidehce, or arguments are encountered, and are subsequently established

through discourse as yielding better judgments. (p. 225)
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Regardless of the locatioﬁ of adult learning, educators need to be intentional about
creating good conditions for discourse that includes dialogue and critical reflection.
Questioning whether the conditions suggested above comprise ideal conditions for
discourse is part of the critique of transformative learning theory.

Critiques.

There are two main‘.areas of criticism of transformative learning theory that are
important for the discussion in this thesis. It has been argued that transformative learning
in particular and adult education in general has tended to focus on either personal or
social transformation (Miles, 2002). Perspectivg transformation leading to Behavioural
change is the main focus of Mezirow’s (1978, 1981) approach which is primarily
concerned with personal transformation. He maintains that this personal transformation ié
a prerequisite to any social transformation and indicates that social responsibility is a
bréader goal of adult education (Mezirow, 2000). He also states that “peréonal i)roblems
can be seen as having their counterpart in public issues, and these call for both individual \
and collective action” (Meziréw, 1978, p. 103). The critique of this position began quite
early in the development of Mezirow’s theorizing about transformative learning and it
has continued to be a concern. In one of a series of critiques published in a primary
joufnal in adult education, Collard and Law (1989, p. 102) name “...the fundamental
problem with Mezirow’s work: the lack ofa coherent, comprehensive theory of social
change...” Writing several years later, St. Clair (1998) states that: “despite claiming that
perspective transformation can bring aboﬁt social change, even in his more recent work

Mezirow (1995) has chosen not to explicate the link that takes change beyond the

individual” (p. 7).
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While Mezirow focuses on per.sonal transformation and does not develop
transformative learning theory in ways that éxplicitly attend to social transformation,
others writing on this theory take different stanges. In his Pedagogy of the Oppressed,
Frei;e (1970) pdses two aspects of the pedagogy, one enabling personal transformation
with a shift in perception and another moving to social transformation that exposes
myths. He reasons that since humanity has created objective reality, it is alsq humanity’s
historical task to transform that reality. Freire’s focus on praxis, comprised of critical
reflection and action in.the world, gives a view in which tfansformation requires both.
With the intent of creating a cultural alternativé to the “global competitive marketplace”
O’Sullivan (2001) places primary importance on social transformation. However, in the
first stage (survival) of his transformative process, the consciousness of the learner is
fore-grounded and in the final stage (creating) the need for a cosmology, or story of the
universé, links the personal and social. This line of critique has led to an understanding
that: “conceptualizing individual and social transformation as a causal proceSs. in which
the former leads to the latter is not always helpful, either to understand change dynamics
in the real world or to guide the work éf adult educators” (Schugureﬁsky, 2002, p. 63).

The second line of critique of transformative learning theory follows from the
critique explored above and pertains to the lack of attention to context, particularly in
Mezirow’s take on transformative learning theory (Clark & Wilson, 1991; Schugurensky,
2002). This inattention to context, as seen for instance in Mezirow’s ideal conditions for
discourse, is seen as limiting the ability of learners to discover and transform the meaning
of their experiences, which are informed and formed by their context (Clark & Wilson,

1991). Linking this critique to the previous one, Schugurensky (2002) claims that:
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context is especially relevant in explaining the connections between individual

and social transformation. For instance, a supportive social environment, a social

reality that is susceptible of transformation (i.e. a viable collective project), and a

sense of community are important elements in creating the conditions for social

transformation. (p. 62)

Both of these lines of critiqqe focus primarily oﬁ Mezirow’s approach to
transformative learning theory, with Freire and O’Sullivan’s approaches making some
progress in addressing aspects of the critiques. In a thorbugh study of the literature

~ generated regarding the application of trénsformative learﬁing theory, Taylor, (2000)
found the following:
| Six themes emerged from the literétUre about the nature of fostering

transformative learning and its essential characteristics. They include: (a)

| fostering gr‘oup ownership and individual agency, (b) providing intense shared
éxperiential activities, (c) developing an awareness of personal and social
contextual influences, (d) promoting value laden course content, (¢) recognizing
the interrelatjonship of critical reflection and affective learning, and (f) the need

for time. (p. 10)

The above discussion of transformative learning points us to elements ofa process and to
factors enabling transformation, many of which reflect the research on learning in new
social movements, but which on their own are not sufficient to explain and understand

learning in new social movements.
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Sociocultural Learning Theory

Sociocultural learning is another area of adult learning theory that relates to the
study of adult learning in social movements. The idea of sociocultural learning is based in
the belief that learning takes place through participation in social situations and practices
(Hansman, 2001; Lave & Wenger, 1991 ; Wenger, 1998). This view sees learning as
“...shaped by the context, culture, and tools in the learning situation” (Hansman, 2001, p.
45). Additionally, this view believes thatl“. ..there is no activity that is not situated...”
and “.. .thét agent, acti’vity, and the world mutually constitute each other” (Lave &
Wenger, 1991, p. 33). Adult learning, from this perspective, takes place through
participation in various communities of practice. In the words of one éf the main writers
in this area “.. .pqnicipation shapes not only what we do, but also who we are and how
we interpret what we do” (Wenger, 1998, p. 4). I see this as an iterative process since
once we interpret what we do, those actions or practices are further shaped by this
reflection. Sociocultural learning theory, then, is grounded in three central concepts:
practice, communities of practice, and participation.

Practice.

In the context of sociocultural learning theory, the idea of practice does not just
connote doing. Practice is a process of experiencing the wor]d that involves acting and
knowing as a way of making meaning: it “...is about meaning as an éxperiehce of
everyday life”” (Wenger, 1998, p. 52). This understanding of practice assﬁmes that it 1s
embedded in a situation, a context, a commurﬁty. It assumes that “...learning is
inherently social in nature” (Hansman, 2001, p. 45). Learning is shaped by'the “...nature

of the interactions among learners, the tools they use within these interactions, the
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activit)i itself, and the social context in which the activity takes plaée. ..” (Hansman,
2001, p. 45). There are both explicit and implicit aspects to practice. Explicit aspects
include artefacts such as documents, procedures, and language and symbols. ‘Implicit
aspects include assumptions, relationships, and intuitioris (Wenger, 1998).

Practices, then, are embeddedi and can be partially understood as authentic
activity. This kind of activity is not structured, but rather, consists of the ordinary
practices of a particular community (Birown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989). Learning in this
sense involves participation in these ordinary practices as their “...meaning and purpose

are socially constructed through negdtiations among present and past members” (Brown,
Collins & Duguid, 1989, p. 34). Concepts and practices evolve and take on meaning as
they are used or engaged. Both are embedded in the sense .that the product, a concept or
practice, cannot be distinguished from the process of meaning-making (Nuthall, 1997).
Learning is collective, it is both explicit and implicit, it is embedded, and it is social.
Wenger articulates this understanding of practice as it relates to sociocultural learning as
follows: |

Over time this collective learning results in practices that reflect both the pursuit

of our enterprises and the attendant social relations. These practices are thus the

property of a kind of community created over time by the sustained pursuit of a

shared enterprisg. It makes sense, therefore, to call these kinds of communities’

communities of practice. (Wenger, 1998, p. 45)

Communities of practice.

A community of practice is one in which people are joined for some purpose that

involves acting together and that generates shared meanings about the community and




about the world (Wenger, 1998). Viewed with a goal of learning, “communities of
practice are self-organized and selected groups of peoplé who share a comfnon sense of
purpose and a desire to learn and l;now what each other knows” (Hansman, 2001, p. 48).
From this view, establishing a community of learners needs two sets of actions: “first the
activities of learning have to be defined, modélled, and practised. Second, norms of
-practice have to be established that will structure effective participation in communities”
(Nuthall, 1997, p. 26). Thege communities are not just habhazard groupings, nor are they
simply gatherings of individuals: they are ““...not just a convenient way to accumulate the
individual knowledge of their members. They give rise synergistically to insights and
solutions that would not come about without them” (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989).

The main elements of a community of practice are mutual engagement, a joint
enterprise, and a shared repetoire (Wenger, 1998). These elements may be present in a
very wide range of communities of practice (professional, recreational, cultural) and
whether they are explicitly formed for purposes of learning or not, learning happens in
these communities through the three elements. Mutual engagement implies active
membership in the community, with each member having a unique role and contributing
their competence to complement the contributions of others (Wenger, 1998). Connections
are made between what i1s known and what can be learned from what others know,
resulting in meaning-making and learning.

In communities of practice, joint enterprises are identified, negotiated, and
pursued as part of the practice of that community. A joint enterprise is not necessarily (
based on complete belief and support on the part of all members, but it is negotiated

communally and is a response to the conditions of the members (Wenger, 1998). These
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joint enterprises, because they are real world situations with relationships and authentic
activities, are effective learning environments (Hansman, 2001). Membership ina

community of practice, then, involves some level of ownership of'the goals and the -

. perspectives of the community and its members (Nuthall, 1997).

The third element of a community of practice is a shared repetoire which .

- ““...includes the discourse by which members create meaningful statements about the

- world, as well as the styles by which they express their forms of membership and their

identities as members” (Wenger, 1998, p. 83). This shared repetoire is developed over
time, with meaning developing through the history of mutual engagement in joint
enterprises. This history does limit meaning, but provides a place ﬁom which meaning
continues to be negqtiated. These webs of shared belief enable practitioners to understand
what they do and to take on the norms of the community (Brown, Collins, & Duguid,
1989). In communities of practice, a shared repetoire evolves and is taken on when
“...people learn aé they pérticipate and become intimately involved with a community or
culture of learning, interacting with the community and learning to understand and
barticipate in its history, assumptions, and cultural vélues and rules” (Hansman, ‘2001,. p-
46).

Participation:

The concept of participation in communities of practice is layered and complex.
In order to understand the whole, I will approach the discussion in fwo parts, first

exploring Lave and Wenger’s (1991) underétanding of legitimate peripheral participation

“and how that understanding has been adopted and applied by others and then discussing

Wenger’s (1998) more recent writing on social participation.
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Legitimate peripheral panicipatiqn is a process wherein newcomers participate in
the comnn'mity and its practices only peripherally. Learners gradually take on aspects of
the practice moving from novice to expert; from partial to full participation (Lave &
Wenger, 1991). It is made very clear in this conception that engagement in practice is
valid; whether partial, peripheral engagement or full participation. Thpre is no physical
periphery in a community of practice and no centre either; simply changes in
participation based on learning and taking on aspects on the practicé. Legitimate
peripheral participation, in the view of its authors, .. .refers to the development of
knowledgeably skilled identities in practice and to the reproduction and transformation of |
communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 55).

Others have taken these ideas and expressed them i ways that can contribute to
our understanding. The most adopteAd concept. is the idea of the progression from novice
to expert which is seen as a transformation of roles through participation and membership
(Nuthall, 1997). This transformation involves not only skills, but also understanding and
knowledge so that both perceptions and behaviours evolve through engagement.
Vygotsky’s conception of a zone of proximal development is commonly used to explain
this process: the idea that the space between what the learner can accomplish
independently and their potential for development as evidenced by what they can
accomplish with the assistance or guidance of an expert or a peer with greater skills or
knowledge is where learning occurs (Bonk & Kim, 1998). The diversity of the
community is thus critical to learning and “...all human activities take-place in a cultural
context with many levels of interactions, shared beliefs, Vaiues, knowledge, skills,

structured relationships, and symbol systems” (Hansman, 2001, p. 45).
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Wenger’s (1998) own work has evolved and his articulation of social participation
draws together and clarifies elements of a sociocultural theory of leérning. In his view,
social parti‘cipation “...refers here not just to local events of engagement in certain
activities with certain people, But to a more encompassing process of being active
participants in the practices of social communities and constructing identities in relation
to these communities” (Wenger, 1998, p. 4). He understands learning to have four
components: learning as belonging — community, ieaming as.becoming — identity,
learning as experience — meaning, learning as doing — practice. These elements are seen
throughout the above discussion of sociocultural learning and are inherent to
coMunities of practice‘as articulated here. To bring the conversation back around to the
depth and complexity of participation as understood in this conception of learning,
Wenger’s (1998) articulation is helpful:

... I will use the term participation to describe the social experience of living in

the world in terms of membership in social corﬁmunities and active involvement

in social enterprises. Participation in this sense is both personal and social. Iﬁ isa
complei process that combines doing, talking, thinking, feeling, and belonging. It
ipvolves our whole person,‘ including our bodies, minds, emotions, and social

relations. (pp. 55-56)

Central to this articulation is a multi-faceted perception of identity, one that comprises
membership, negotiated experience, imagination, and becoming through participation
(Wenger, 1998).

Communities of practice are ubiquitous and expioring how learning occurs in

these communities is important because they comprise such a large part of the lives of
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adults (Bonk & Kim, 1998). As adults become members of communities of practice, the
potential for learning and transformation exists for both the individual and the community
(Wenger, 1998). Speaking of the centrality of learning in communities of practice,.
Wenger states that: “as a locus for engagement in action,. interpersonal relations, shared -
knowledge, a'nd negbtiation of enterprises, such communitieé hold the key to real
transformation — the kind that has real effects on people’s lives” (p. 85). In this sense,

...learning refers to a traﬁsformation ~ one that expand’s the learner’s potential

range of action. The suggestion that learning is a transformation is a reference to

the physical character of the learning system. Upon learning, a system’s patterns
of activity and its associations with, and iﬁ, other systems undergo physical

change (Davis & Sumara, 2001, p. 89).

Critiques.

In an article exploring five different understandings of experientiai learning,
(Fenwick, 2000) provides a succinct and informative critique of sociocultural learning
theofy. Her main criticism is that sociocultural learning theory tends to be apolitical in
that it does not attend to aspects of rel_ationships such as race, gender, and class. Any of
these elements of relationships in a community of practice could limit participation or
even keep potential members out of the community. Fenwick also indiéates that questions
of who holds power and who decides what kno;zvledge is valued are not addressed in this
theory. Communities of practice engage in joint enterprises that Wenger (1998) claims
are negotiated by the community even if not everyone agrees. Who holds power in the
community will, then, affect who will need to be in agreement for a joint enterprise to

proceed. Another point that Fenwick makes is that participation is not problematized and
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there is no attention to the role of resistance when the practices and processes of the
community may be flawed or uﬁjust. A com’rnunify could be created around any number
of sets of practices, joint enterprises, and shared repetoires. Those within or without the
community may have valid objections to a community of practice, but the theory does not
address questions of the value or legitimacy of particular communities of practice within
a broader social gontext.

There are other concerns that I think could be raised regarding sociocultural
learning theory. The idea of legitimate peripheral participation seems potentially
idealistic to me. Some participants in some communities may not ever become full
participants in a community of practice. In addition to the factdrs raised by F enwick,:I

‘believe that motivatioq could also be a factor in limiting participation. If peripheral
participation is an accepted norm, some phrticipants may not be motivated to move
toward full participation. Additionally, if length of membership in a particular
community of practice gfves status of an expert or full member, it may be thaf individuals
with differing levels of understanding or differing abilities could be in a role of full
participants and in a position to influence peripheral participants by passing on flawed -

“knowledge and practices. Finally, in my understanding of sociocultural learning theory,

despite the discussion of new members bringing new ideas and of the importance of
diversity, I think it is possible that a community of practice could replicate its shared
repetoire and practices uncritically. If the community itself or its senior members have
status and au;[hority in an organization or in society, new members may tend to, or be

expected to, adapt and integrate rather than question and influence.
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A sociocultural theory of learning, then, has potential to expand our
understanding of how and where learning takes place and how transformation occurs in
communities of practice. Both transformative learning and sociocultural learning theories
can contribute to developing an understanding of adult learning in new social movements
by enabling understanding of different aspects of what is found. Together, the two areas
of theory may be able to illuminate more of what is happening. in this context for adult
learning. Attention to the critiques of both theories also provides ways to approach adult
learning in new social movements both to understand this phenomenon more deeply and

to bring that understanding into dialogue with existing theories.

Adult Learning in New Social Movements

This section explores literature in new social movement theory as well as related
material from the field of adult education. For this research projent, understanding how
adults learn within new social movements is the central task. The voluntary simplicity
movement is a new social movement and understanding the features of these movements
(Melucci, 1995) will be important in establishing the framework for the study. Some of
the characteristics of and developments in new social movement theory speak to concerns
raised regarding the purpose and activities of adult education, particularly education for
transformative change. Tney may also help us to understand how leaming occurs in the
‘'voluntary simplicity movement according to the literatnre of the movement. The two
main areas of interest here are the dialectic of personal and societal transformation and
the nature of transformative adult learning within 5 social movement. Some of the

literature that will be explored here includes Kilgore’s (1999) work on collective
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learning, Finger’s (1989) discussion of the relationship between personal and societal
transformation, and Holford’s (1995) treatment of knowledge production in new social
movements. This section continues the process of conceptual structure assessment,
briﬁging into dialogue conceptions of new social movmements and conceptions of adult
learning.

In gathering the threads of thought within adult education and new social
movement theory, I began to see this project as a weaving. Threads réﬁresenting the
evolution of adult education and contemporary discussion's on its role in social change
form the warp of the weaving and are laid down first on the frame. Woven into these
visions and practicgs are ideas from new social movement theory forming the weft of the
weaving. Together these two fields of study create a metaphorical tapestr}; representing
adult ’educﬁtion and learning in social movements. Adult education is a diverse field that
engages many other fields of practice. For educators working for social transformation,
understanding how adults learn within new social movements is critical and it is this
viewpoint that draws me into the weaving process. My central concern as an educator is
for persoriél and social transformation toward a more ecologically, economically and

socially sustainable society. Understanding my oWn field and how it relates td a social
phenomenon that is multiply connected to my teaching is critical both for my practice and
for the development of my thesis research. In this section, I present the argument that
some of the characteristics of and developments in new social movement theory speak to
‘éoncems raised regarding the purpose and activities of adult education. I propose that

joining the two threads of thought can strengthen adult education in its social change
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purpose, particularly regarding transformative learning in the voluntary simplicity
movement.

In the introduction to this thesis, I discussed the roots of adult education and the
field’s concern for social change as well as the current calls for tile ﬁeld to once again
take up responsibility for engaging social issues. The focus of this ﬁnallsection of my
presentation and assessment of various conceptions and theoretical str;dnds will shift to
social movement theory and its concel;n for understanding how movements form and
transform culture, develop cpllective identity and act in society. I will also explore the
main patterns discerned in theorizing ébout adult education and learning in social
movements. Rather than taking a very broad view of each of these areas, 1 will explore in
depth a few key writings in each section. In my previous discussion drawing together the
threads of dialogue within adult education regarding history, critique, and new Visidn, I
set the beginnings of an emerging pattern of engagement between adult education and
new social movements. I move, no§v, into a guided study of some threads of dialogue in
new social movement theory.

A thoughtful c;msideration of new social movements must, of course, begin with
presenting the features of this idea along with how the “new” movements differ from
“o0ld” social movements. The language here is inherent in the dialogue within sociology
so I will continue to use it. However, the connotations associated with conéeptions of
“old” and “new” are unfortunate in that they imply a value judgment as well as two
comi)letely distinct categories. I see the shift in social movement characteristics and
purposeé as part of the overall shift of social, cultural, and political forces between

moderism and postmodernism. This shift is not final or cdmplete, but ebbs and flows as
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characteristics of both modernism and postmodernism are extant in individual and
cultural worldviews. If this is the cése, then “new” is not necessarily better, just
representative of the complexity of fhe times. It is likely also true that social movements
may not always bé easjly classified as eithef old or new but may reflect the transitional
moment of the wider world. This classification and debate is not dealt wi-‘;h extensively in
this thesis and the brief treatment is one of the ways in which the thesis is partial and
limited in scope. What I see as most important is understanding the characteristics of the -
kind of movement that volﬁntary‘simplicity represents in order to understand adult
learning in that movemenf.

Old and new.

The term “new social movements” was coined by Melucci in 1977 in articles that
were transiated into English in the early 1980’s (Melucci, 1995a). It is to his subsequent
work that I turn for an explanation of what distinguishes old and new social movements
and how these new movements are described and understood. Old social movements
arose from two processes within industrialization: social conflict over production and
class struggles with their fights for civil and political rights (Melucci, 1995a). They had a
functional component that comprised individuél events forming a collective reality. They
also had a structural component comprised of behaviours that developed out of the class
system. Hence, old social movements were highly political and system-oriented entities.
In these movements, the “...source of analysis was economic or class-based, or had
discrete interests in the social structure...” (Cumingﬁam, 2000, p. 580).

New social movements, on the other hand, are characterized by their highly

differentiated natures and sociocultural emphasis (Melucci, 1995a). Rather than focusing
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on material production and political structures, new social movements are concerned with
information resources, meaning making, and socially constructed realities. They are
formed by groups occupying a specific social or cultural space (Cunningha@ 2000).
Whereas old social movements exhibited a high degree of unity and could be easily
identified as entities, new .social movements are composites; collective actors with
diverse Social processes énd forms of actions.

Melucci (1995a) identifies. five features of new social movements which can help
us to understand their éonstruction and action. First, conflict in these movements centred
on infbrmation and knowledge production. Second, action in these movements is self-
reflective with individuals and collectives living out the actions that they present to
society. Third, action has a global dimension with a focus on interdependence. Fourth,
these movements cycle between action on issues and reflection on new experiences
formed by these actions. Finally, these movements have both measurable, visible effects
such as institutional and cultural change as well as non-measurable effects linked to
meaning and power.

Cultural shifts.

As in the discussion of adult education earlier, the dialogue around new social
movements considers the ongoing shift away from Enlightenment culture with its
emphasis on a metanarrative 6f objecﬁve scientific progress. In new social movements,
the social and political merge so that a multiplicity of knowledges and politics are
brought into the public arena. In the Words of one theorist, “the alfernative to
Enlightenment universalism is not chaos and nihilism but living with uncertainty and a

tolerance of ambiguity” (Seidmah, 1998, p. 295). This shift, then, is characterized by
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movement ﬁom the political to the sociocultural, evidenced in identity movements
concerned with feminism, racism, environmentalism, énd sexuality.

The way in which this shift happens is through social movements that find
“cracks and fissures” in the dominant culture (Johnston & Klandermans, 1995). While the
dominant culture is stabie, social movements are change-agents that are the source of
cultural shifts. The movements are, however, based in the dominant culture even as they

critique that dominant culture. New social movements .may transform the dominant
culture or they may develop new cultural models. A key element of these movements,
then, is that they are self-reflective $o that they maintain their distinctiveness from the
dominant culture and do not end up being institutionalized or marginalized.

This self—reﬂectiye and tranvsformative nature of new social movements is
exhibited in their meaning making activities. Three types of meaning making are
identified within these movements: “‘. ..public discourse,'persuasive communication, and

vconsciousness raisiﬁg durjng episodes of collective action” (Johnston & Klandermans,
1995, p. 10). Public discourse operates at the societal level where “...long-term processes
of formation and transformation of collective beliefs take(s) place” (Johnston &
Klandermans, 1995, p. 10). Persuasive communication operates at the group or
- community level with specific targets that are encouraged to come to agreement on
beliefs. Individual participants form or transform their beliefs through actions which
expose them to opposing points of view. For instance, all three kinds of meaning making
can be seen in the environmental movement. Public discourse about various issues
usually takes place when groups engage in actions around those issues and the discourse

adds to the ongoing discussion of environmental issues. Persuasive communication may

e
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happen through this discourse but mainly engages those nearer to the action with
environmentalists interacting with other community members and stakeholders r_egafding
the issue. Individuals exposed to new points of view may experience consciousness
raising and a change in beliefs and actions. |

Parallels between new social movements and adult education are beginning to
emerge with possibilities for engagement of both.learners and educators. The preceding
disc1;ssion of the relationship between individual and collective leamning is also echoed in
new social movement theory’s attention to the individual and the collective in meaning
making. Actions of the group' lead to the development of individual understanding which
leads to internalization of new beliefs and changes in lifestyle which support the impact |
of the movement as a whole. The interweaving of individual and collective, learning and
acting is promising for the exploration of voluntary simplicity iﬁ this project.

Collective identity.

Meaning making is also central to the'developmeﬁt of collective identity in new
- social movements. Collective identity can be seen as having three inter-related processes
(Melucci, 1995b) or three structural layers (Gamsoﬁ, 1991). In Melucci’s thinking,
collective identity contains meaning making related to how the language and practices of
the group are defined. Collective identity also involves the relationships among the
participants, both formal and. inf(;rmal, that involve communication and negotiation.
Emotional engagement in the movement also contributes to the building of collective
identity. For collective identity to develop there must be an-ability to differentiate '

between the group-self and its environment, including other groups (Melucci, 1995b).
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Whereas Melucci’s (1995b) discussion of collective identity focuses on three
inter-connected elements, Gamson (1991) looks at ’the concept as a layering of identities. |
The orgénizational layer is composed of the identity of the types of people who are
involved‘ in the movement, known as “carriers”. The movement layer contains group
identities that may be linked to more than one specific effort. At tile solidary layer,
identity is formed based on social location, which may or may not be related to other
aspects of identity. In Gamson’s view, .all layers are expressed publicly and are
sociocultural in nature. Individuals are included through the growth of their personal
identities to encompass group identities within the movement.

Soli-darity, in Gamson’s (1991) view is related to the individual’s loyalty and
commitﬁlent to the collective identity of the movement. If social commitment is
important to the discussion of adult education and social change (llsley, 1992) then
solidarity evideﬁced as commitment to a collective identity is alsc; central to the
discussion. Before participants can incorporate collective identity into their personal
identities and exhibit solidarity with a movement’s ideals and actions, they must first be
recruited and initiated into the movement. A final thought from new social movement
theory takes us to this iséue. In a review of various studies on recruitment, Snow,
Zurcher, and Ekland-Olson (1993) found four avenues for recruitment into new social
movements. In exploring the success of each avenue, they reached three conclusions that
are important for our discussion. First, individuals who know members of a movement ‘
are more likely to be successfully recruitefi. Second, people ﬁsually come into contact
with a movement by participating in actions rather than by simply joining. Third, while

individuals are more likely to be recruited if they have few connections to other social
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networks, movements themselves are more likely to be successful in recruiting if they
have multiple connections to multiple networks.

In considering the discussion of new sosial movement theory in light of the
discussioh of adult education and social change, what comes through most clqarly to me
is the dynamic between individual/personal and collective/social in learming througﬁ
reflecting and acting. If we consider education to exist in public spaces, then this quote

‘ .
from Melucci (1995a) leads us nicely into the final section of the reyiew which looks for
patterns emerging from the weaving together of thrsads from these tws areas of theory
and practice: “ihe main function of public spaces, then, is to make the questions raised by
the movements visible and collective” (Melucci, 1995a, p. 115).

Adult education and new social movements.

In the introduction to this thesis, 1 discussed the claim in the literature that adult
" education has always seen enabling social change as a part of its purpbse in society. Two .
cases that support this claim are the Highlander qnd Antigonish movements. These two
movements operated in very distinct ways, but both were involved in engaging adults in
changing their personal and collective situations through education and action. Heaney
(1992) understands Highlander to have been a critical actor in histoﬁsal change. He
describes the approach to education as one that engaged learners with their social
environment as well as providing formal learning spportunities. He names Highlander’s
links to social movements and historical events as evidence that adult education did have
connections to sosial transformation. In terrﬁs sf process, Highlander acted from a ‘.
responsive stance. Educators did not go out to initiate actions or movements, but, rather,

became involved with emerging issues and movements in a supportive role. Highlander’s
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programmes grew out of the goals of movements around them and did not aim to create
movements. Once involved, howe;/er, educators did not merely facilitate self-directed
learners (Collins, 1995). Although the imp‘etus for a programme wa‘s generated by
movement goals, Highlander played a Véry active role in educating adults.

In contrast, the Antigonish movement did set out to directly initiate social action
by groups\'in and among communities as it was ‘‘specifically created to promote social
action through self-help and co-operative development...” (Crane, 1983, p. 151). The six
principles of the movement combined the centrality of the individual with a focus on
group action, addressed ecovnomic issues through institutional reforms, and saw education
as a way to enable social reform for greater equity. Unlike Highlander, which worked
with existing movements, Antigoﬁish began their educational programming by gathering
people in mass meetings to think about the problems in their livqs and to learn new ways
of looking at their lives. Small groups then stﬁdied local préblems together with
assistance from animators. Antigonish, then, initiatgd the process of change but saw the
individual learner as the only one who could complete the process within themselves. The
two movements had in common the belief that eduéation must be grounded in people’s
real lives and that education must help people to move forward in new ways (Crane,
1983; Heaney, 1992).

The two main patterns that see created in the drawing together of adult education
and new social movement theory are: the dialectic of personal and social fravnsformation
and the nature of adult learning. Both discussions are inherent in the conversations from
each field and they are also distinctly present in the adult eduéation literature that deals

explicitly with learning in social movements. It is to this literature that I move now in
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order to extend and support my findings. The dialectic of personal and social
transformation in this particular discussion reflects a more general dialogue in the field.
This dialectic is seen in explanations of the early purposes of adult education (Ilsley,
1992), in the critiques of the breseht state of the field (Welton, 1995) and in specific
conversations régarding transformative learning theory (Collard & Law, 1989). While
reductionist tendencies remain on both sides (Miles, 2002) there is a growing trend in the.
literature to attend to both personal and social transformatibn in and through adult
education (Kilgore, 1999; Welton, 1993).

In his article exploring the implications of new social movements for adult

- education, Finger (1989) argues that the main shiﬁ. with new social movements is toward _

a focus on personal transformation. He indicates that structures and institutions can play
only a suppoﬂiv¢ role in personal transformation that occurs from within. Social
transformation, then, is the cumulative impact of personal transformations as individuals
change their thinking and lifestyles. It is this cumulative effect on societies through the
introduction of new values that gives social movements their importance in social and
cultural transformation.

Welton (1993) criticizes Finger;s position as being too polarized and indicates
that ‘;. ..one cannot separate personal fulfillment from collectiVe action” (Welton, 1993, p.
153). If social transformation is seen as the democratizatjon of public life, as in Welton,
then collective action is‘ not juét a means to personal transformation but also an
engagement in social transformation. Although Welton’s argument here is not explicit, it
echoes the earjlier conversations from adult education and new soéial movéineﬁt theory

literature. For instance, I1sley (1992) includes advocacy and social and political
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enfranchisement in his own ethical considerations in planning adult education. Similarly,
Johnston and Klandermans (1995) indicate that culture is internalized by individuals and
made visible through their actions. In adult learning in new social movements, then,
attention must be paid to the dialectic relationship between personal and social
transformation.

In my view, this argument is made most clearly and strongly in Kilgore’s (1999)
work on collective learning. Discussing the ongoing conversation from transformative
learning theory, alluded to above, Kilgore reverses a significant statement by Mezirow to
clarify her own position. She articulates Mezfrow’s position as follows: “...while
collectiyé action is ‘crucial’, it is not necessary for critical reflection to result in
immediate collective social action” (Kilgore, 1999, p. 194). She then adds the observation
that ““...collective social action is not necessarily thé result of individual critical
reflection” (Kilgore, 1999, p 195). This statement is clearly supported by the Snow,
Zurcher, and Ekland-Olson (1993) work on recruitment that shows that collective action
can precede the integration of individual identity with collective identity and beliefs. |
Th_roﬁghout her pai)er, Kilgore stands aside from th;: tendency to dichotomize individual
and collective, seeing both as inherent in adult learning.

This brings us to the second main pattern in the tapestry of adult education and
new soucial movements, the nature of adult learning. Staying with Kilgore for the moment,
we can follow her theory building as she poses both group and individual components in
a theory of collecti_ve; learning. Here, Kilgore blénds adult learning theory with
sociocultural.learning theory aﬁd social movement theory in a manner that highly

influences my perspectives in this project. It is evident from her presentation that
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individual and group characteristics and processes in I‘earning are inherent in each other

rather than separate:
In order to understand collective learning and development, we must consider the
totality of the system. Individual development is partially determined by a group’s
development, a group’s development is partially determined by any individual
member’s development, and all development is partially determined by the
group’s collective actions in relation to other groups’ collective actions within a
sociocultural context. (Kilgore, 1999, p. 197)

Once again, this position echoes and supports findings throughout this literature review.

' An(;ther approach to understanding the nature of adult learning in relation to
social movements is found in Holford’; (1995) work on cognitive praxis. Although
tending to privilege the collective over the individual in his discussion, Holford
contribﬁtes to the pattern of this review in his tréatment of knowledge production within
social movements. Holford sees social movements as sources of knowledge, both in the
organization itself and in what he calls “movement intellectuals.” Here, organizational
knowledge is formed as a social movement communicates both'internally and externally.
It is through education and communication that ideas are articulated and shared and |
collective identity is built. Movement intellectuals are key participants in knowledge
production as they articulate, interpret, and lead. For example, David Suzuki would be
considered a movement intellectual in the environmental movement. Holford sees this as
* a natural role for aduft educators to take within social movements and even links this role
to the creation of an adult education identity. Adulf educators as movement intellectuals

contribute to the emergence of new knowledge and to active social change. This link
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between education, action, change, and social movements that is so central for the work
of this thesis is aﬁiculated nicely by Heaney (1992): “education for change is fueled by
movements and by the within-reach possibilities for action which movements create” (p.
57).

The research and theorizing on adult learning in new social mov'ements“is limited
in scope, but thé general directions of the discussion reflect concefns in both
transformative and sociocultural learning theories. The dialectics between personal and
social elements of transformation and between individual and gfoup components of
learning are central in the discussion of adult learning in new social movements and they
are also highlighted throughout the review of transformative and sociocultural learning
theories. An intentional and critically reflective drawing together of these discussions,
thrbugh an analysis' of adult learning in the voluntary simplicity movement, holds the
possibilities of furthering the oyérall theoretical and practical work outlined throughout
this chapter. The conceﬁtual structure assessment begun in this chapter will continue in

the next chapter, adding a new tool to the hermeneutic circle.
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Chapter 5: Toward a Conceptualization of Adult Learning in New Social Movements

The main task of the discussion portion of this thesis is to address the first two
research questions as stated in the introduction: |
. o  What does adult learning look like in the literature of the voluntary simplicity
movement?
¢ How can ideas from transformative learning and sociocultural learning
theories help us to understand learning in this movement?
Asp.ects of these questions have been considered in the concept interpretation and
conceptual structure assessments in earlier chapters of this thesis. The task of this chapter
is to‘ ekplicitly explore and attempt to answer the two questions through Bringing together
all of the elements discussed earlier in the thesis, to continue with conceptual structure
assessment and begin a conception development. I will begin to address the first question
by ideritifying and exploring the predisposing, enabling, and' reinforcing factors that are
found in adult learners according to the literature of the movement. In other words, what
draws learners to begin to engage with the movement, what enables learning, and what
reinforces changes made by learners? This exploraiion will set up the analysis of adult
learning in the voluntary simplicity movement.
Next, I will adapf_ Kilgore’s (1999) ideas on collective learning to frame an
examination of adult learning in voluntary simplicity movement through transformative
learning and sociocultural learning theories. Given the elements of collective learning and

what has been described about adult learnirig in voluntary simplicity movement, I will
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demonstréte how transformative learning and sociocultﬁral learning shed light on what is
going on and combine to create a deeperlunderstanding.

Before the two above tasks are engaged, I will present a brief argument to
establish voluntary simplicity as a new social moveinent. To this point, it has b.een
assumed that voluntary simp}icity is in fact a new social movement. In order to use this
movement as case through which to develop a deeper undérstanding of adult learning in
new social movements, I fee_l that I néed to more explicitly detail why voluntary
simplicity can be used for this task. Tﬁis Will be done with reference to the characteristics
and processes of new social movements as described in the litg:raturé review. What is
known about the voluntary simplicity movement through its literature will be held up to

new social movement theory for analysis. b

Establishing Voluntary Simplicity as a New Social Movement
Characteristics.
There are a few ways to explore the fit of voluntary simplicity into the category of

~

new social movement. The first is to see jf tile characteristics of new social movements,

as distinguished from old social movements, a}\)ply to voluntary simplicity. 1 recogniie
that the distinction between these two types of movements is not black and white and is
still under discussion in the literature. In my reading of the literature an& understanding

of how it relates to broader shifts in culture z;nd worldview, I find the ideé of new sociél
movements with its assoCiated charaéteristics and processes to be helpful and reasonable, -

if not unproblematic. As indicated in the previous chapter, new social movements are

found to be highly differéntiated and to have a sociocultural emphasis (Melucci, 1995a).
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Throughout the description of the voluntary simi)licity movement, it was clear that both
philosophies and practices, while following definite themes, are diverse and differenﬁated
in this movement (Andréws, 1997; Dominguez & Robin, 1992; Elgin, 1993; Schut,
1999). This differentiation can make it a challenge to determine what and who belongs in
the movement and there are also oVerlaps with other movements and groups. This
movement aiso clearly occupies a sociocuitural space rather than a political space and
this is mostly seén as a strengthv of the movement (Andrews, 1997; Cunningham, 2000;
Segal, 1999). |
Along \-Nith the above characteristics that differentiate new from old social
movements, Melucci (1995a) als‘o posits five features of new social movements which
are outlined in the literature review. The first feature relates to the source of conflict in
“society that is'addressed by the new social movement. While conflict addressed by old
social movements was related to materials and goods, conflict addressed by new social
movements is related to informatién and meaning. At the core of the voluntary éimplicity
movement is the understanding that the movement is offering an alternative way to
understand the world and to make meaniﬁg m li.fe (Andrews, 1997; Dominguez & Robin,
1992; Elgin, 1993; Etzioni, 1998; Merkel, 2003; Schut, 1999; Segal, 1999.)7 The second
feature of new social movement§ has to do with the way that reflection and action are
enacted. The voluntary simplicity movement is self-reflective in that the actions éngaged
become a message for those within and without the movement as do the processes of the
movement itself. Action and reflection are integrated and mutually-supporting as well as
in line with moverﬁent goals. The dialogue between action and reﬂectién relates to

another feature of new social movements in that action provides new experience for
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members to reflect on and reflection gives impetus for new actions. Although the
voluntary simplicity mo?ement often begins with individual needs and individual change,
the beliefs that local éctions have gldbél dimensions aﬁd that all aspects of life are
interconnected aré both central to the movement literature, echoing another feature of
new social movements. Finally, there are, in the voluntary simplicity movement, both
measural;le and immeasurable changes. Many of the measurable changes are related to
individual lifestyles, but these changes are understood to be cumulative in the wider
social context and it is also proposed that individuals experiencing personal success will
expand their action for change into social and political arenas. There are multiple
immeasurable effects. Creating new meaning, empowering members, and making power
structures visible are some of these effects in the voluntary simplicity movement.

Processes. |

There are three prbcesses of new social ﬁovements that pertain to this discussion
of the voluntary simplicity movement. The first is the process of cultural shift, second is
communication, and third is the formation of collective identity. In new social
movements, cultural shifts arise from the dominant culture but occupy the “éracks and
fissures™ of that culture by acting to transform or replace aspects of the dominant culture
(J ohnston & Klandermans, 1995). In the f/oluntary simplicity movement, the dominant
culture is often portrayed as the good life gone bad (Schut, 1999), as a flawed or
corrupted American dream (Segal, 1999), or as an old road map that is out of date and
dangerous (Dominguez &‘ Robin 1992). The movement understands itself to be a way to
transform the dominant culture by providing alternative perspectives and pfactices, by

giving those who are disillusioned with the dominant culture tools to resist and change,
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and by creating a groundswell of change that will rise up out of the cracks and flow in
from the margins.
The mpvement’s actAivities also reflect Johnston and Klandermans (1995) three
levels of communication inherent in new social movements: consciousness-raising,
‘persuasive communication, and public discourse. Often, publications related to the
voluntary simplicity movement serve each function in some way (Andrews, 1997;
Dominguez & Robin, 1992; Elgin, 1993; Merkel, 2003). At the individual level,
resources and groups suggest actions and give practical ideas for individuals to use and
reflect on, thus enabling individual meaning making and transformation. Links between
common consumer practices and personal and global issues are made with alternatives
being provided both in terms of action and of belief, Most resources in the movement
encourage working with groups for support and dialogue while engaging with the
literature and ideas of the movement. Beliefs and practices are presented as having arisen
from groups and communities and the literature is meant to persuade the new members
-and groupé using the material. Bécause the movement itself is quite diverse and
differentiated, there are many points at which it interacts with the dominant culture.
Public discourse related to the movement may be around consumption (Buy Nothing
Day), time (Take Back Your Time Day), particulér environmental is;ues locally and
globally, and many other aspects of movement philosophies and practices. Public
“discourse is understood to be part of a long-tgrm process of change that combines with
individual, group, and community actions and changes over time. |
The final process that I will explore in terms.of how the voluntary simplicity

movement reflects new social movement characteristics and processes is collective
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 identity. Collective identity is formed in new social movements through meaning making,
relationships, and differentiation. The voluntary simplicity movement has a distinct
language that is understood by members and is related to the practices of the movement
(Andrews, l9§_7; Dominguez & Robin, 1992; Elgin, 1993). Identity is constructed
through involvement with groups where relationships of support and shared meaning are
developed. The movement, through its language and practices, is able to distinguish ifself
not only frém the ciominant culture, but from other movements and groups.

Collective identity in new social movements is also understood in terms of three
layers of involvement (Gamson, 1991). Movement “carriers” at the organizational level
shape collective identity by defining and representing a particular aspeqt of the
movement, such as the frugal person concerned with reduéing expenditures significantly
(Dominguez & Robin, 1992) or the person who ljves by the wiseacre challenge
concerned with reducing their number of acres it takes to support his/her lifestyle
(Merkel, 2063). The mov'emen.t layer is broader than the organization layer, with multiple
and overlapping commitments. This is found in the voluntary simpﬁcity movement in
terms of individuals’ inyolvement with Varioué actions that all éontribute to their identity.
The solidary layer is based in t_hé sociai location of participants. In the voluntary
simplicity movement, it is understood that members are generally from a similar social
location — white, upper middle class, educated — but the movement discourse indicates a
concern for greater diversity. So, collective identity in voluntary simplicity movement is

an amalgam of many factors that reflect the development of collective identity in new

social movements more generally.




It seems clear to me that the literaturé of thevvoluntary simplicitymovement
contains sufficient evidence to classify the movement as a new social movement
according to the theory that has been developed around this conception. I should mention
here, though, that an analysis by another writer raises some questions about this
classification (Grigsby; 2004). In her book, which aims to explore and analyze the

Vmovement from within; Grigsby identifies the voluntary simplicity movement as a
cultural rather than a social movement. This determination rests mainly on the contention
that the movement is not structured enough to be a social movement in that it «...does not
formally recruit new members, imposes no strict guidelines for inclusion, has no
officially sanctioned leaders, is not céntralized or hierarchically organized, and is not
aimed primarily at changing public policy” (Grigsby, 2004, p. 8). Rather, participants in
the movement are seen as “cultural change agents” or carriers of an alternative culture.
Grigsby sees the opposition of the ﬁovement to the dominant culture and the éngagement
in alternative cultural practices as evidence that the movement is cultural rather than
social in nature. My reading of her analysis is that the basis of her criteria for
classification as a social movement are more reflective of old social movements than new
social movements. In addition, she does not clearly define the term cultural movement
and she draws extensively on new social moveméht theory in her anaiysis. While her
analysis likely has something to add to this discussion, it would necessitate doing
additional research into conceptions of cultural movements which is beyond the scope of
this project. I mention her analysis here so that the reader knows that there is another

perspective, potentially different from or complementary to my own, in the literature.
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Factors in Adult Learning in the Voluntary Simplicity Movement

Having established that the vo.luntary simpiicity ﬁoveﬁent can be considered a
new social movement, ;[he next step in exploring adult learning in this and other new
social movements is to establish how learning begins, develops, and is sustained in this
movement. The Precede-Proceed model, designed for health promotion planning, is a
useful tool for exploring learning in voluntary simplicity movement due to the resonance
of its two fundamental propositions with this particqlar learning environment. These two
propositions are that: “...(1) health and health risks have multiple determinants and (2)
because health and healt.h risks are determined by multiple causes, efforts to effect
behavioral, environmental, and social change must be multidimensional or multisectoral.”
(Green & Kreuter, 1999, p. 43). The parallel here is that ‘the voluntary simplicity
movement and its concerns also have multiple determinants and that education and |
learning to enable individual and social change must also, therefore, be multidimensional.
The evidence for the first proposition is clearly seen in the chapter describing and
interpreting the vbluntary simplicity movement in terms of how it defines itself and in
terms of what philosophies and practices characterize the movement. As found in that
chapter, there are particular understandings, meanings, and themes‘within the movement
but also diversity in both philosophies and practices. In order to understand adult learning
in this‘ movement and to develop ways to improve education within the movement, the
Precede-Proceed model can be used as a way to frame the dialogue. This next section of
this discussion, then, will explore predisposing, enabling,.and reinforcing factors found in

descriptions of adult learning in the voluntary simplicity movement. The model will be

used to organize what is known about learning in this movement in order to analyze it




further through the lenses of transformative learning, sociocultural learning, and learning
in new social movements, exteﬁding the conceptual structure assessments begun in the
previous chapter.

Predisposing factors.

These factors are the ones that combine to draw individuals into the voluntary
simplicity movement. They are “...antecedents to behavior that provide the rationale or
motivation for the behavior” (Green & Kreuter, 1999, p. 153). Predisposing factors may
be instrinsic or extrinsic; related to the personality, knowledge, and experiences of the
adult learner. They may also be cumulative, building up ovef time until the level of
understanding and awareness combines w.it.h a need for action that stimulates engagement
with the movement, through its literature or its people.. Predisposing factors enéompass
beliefé, fears, values — in short, anything that prepares a person to form and act on an
intention to participate in some way in the philosophies and practices of the voluntary
simplicity movement (Green & Kreuter, 1999).

There are many factors that can predispose a person to involvemeht with
voluntary simplicity, ranging from personal and familial to societal and environmental.
These factors are in many ways parallel to the groupings of practices withiﬁ the
rhovement, along a continbum from personal to societal. This range is understood Within
th(; movement itself:

People are attracted .to this movement for a lot of different reasons. Maﬁy are

looking for more time. Some are looking for ways to save money, to find

techniques for living on less. Almost all are concerned about the environment, for




they realize that our lifestyle is leading to the destruction of nature. (Andrews,
1997, pp. xiv-%v)

" The more personal or individual predisposing factors include things such as time
and work, clutter and consumption, authenticity and autonomy (Andrews, 1997; Craig-
Lees & Hill, 2002; Dominguez & Robin, 1992; Pierce, 2000). Often these factors are
interconnected such that one may be the central but rarely the only predisposing factor
detérmining involvement. For many, time pressures related to work predispose them to
engaging voluntary simplicity as a ‘Wfay to have more time for other things in life
(Andrews, 1997; Pierce, 2000). Lack of time and energy for frien(‘isA and family, feelings
of constantly being rushed, and general unhappiness can result in individuals seeking
ways to slow down, including working and spending less. One of the sacrifices related to -
overwork is, for many, their relationships with family and friends and this is a situation
that can be ah impetus for invo lvement with voluntary simplicity (Dominguez & Robin,
1992). An interest in spirituality and spiritual pfactice can also be a predisposing factor in
terms of making time to attend to other aspects of life, both individually and communally.

Another set of predisposing factors centered in work are concerns for identity and
integrity in work life (Dominguez & Robin, 1992; Pierce, 2060). In North American
culture, identity is often connected to what we do in terms of working for a living. For
some, including many who become involved with voluntary simplicity, aligning beliefs,
and values Witi’l their work is desirable in order to maintain iqtegrity. For chefs, the
prospect of slowing down in order to work and spend less is a draw because of the time

and space that it may open up for including other aspects of life as a more central part of
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identity. Others limit the purpose of work to generating income and find théir life purpose
and identity in other activities.

Concerns about consumption also predispose adult learners to involvement with
voluntary simplicity. Often this is a combination of a concern about clutter in their own
.lives and homes with a broader concbern about a culture of consumption that understands
consumption to be both a right and a responsibility (Andrews, 1997; Dominguez &
Robin, 1992; Pierce, 2000). People who are predisposed to engagement with voluntary
simplicity are usually aware at least of the cluttervin their own lives and of the cycle of
‘work and spend that adds to clutter while taking time away from other pursuits and
interests.

The predisposing factors outlined so far are mainly individual or local, revlated
directly to a person’é day-to-day life. ‘Thése factors are linked to others that can be seen
as more communal or global concerns. For instance, the predisposing factor related to
clutter an(i overconsumption also co@es into play in terms of broader concerns for .
environmental and social justice as does an interest in spirituality. Concern about
environmental degradation and resource depletion can predispose individuals to spend
less consuming and to change their consumption patterns to used products, longer-lasting
products, and natural producfs (Craig-Lees & Hill, 2002). Changing patterns of
consumption may also be seen as a way to free up resources for others to meet their basic
needs (Elgin, 1993). So there are links between the more personal predisposing factors,
‘such as overconsumption leading to debt accumulation (Dominguez & Robin, 1992) and
a developing spiritual connecti;)n to nature (Andrews, 1997), and more global factors,

such as the role of overconsumption in continuing poverty (Dominguez & Robin, 1992;
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4E1gin, 1993), the health of the earth (Andrews, 1997) and continuing évailability of
resources (Dominguez & Robin, 1992). In a nutshell, people are predisposed to"
engagement with voluntary simplicity beéause the good life has go;le bad: the good life
promises that basic needs will be met for all, promises tilat there will be enough so ‘that
we can care for the w_h(;Ie community, and promises happiness (Schut, 1999). In reality, a
few have more than enough at the expense of the many, not everyone in the commuhity
.h'_as equal opportunity (Schut, 1999), and after a certain point, more does not equal greater
happiness (Dominguez & Robin, 1992).

Along with the factors, both personal and global, that positively ﬁredispose people
to engagement with the voluntary simplicity‘movement are pfedisposing factors that may
be barriers to engagement. According to Merkel (2003), barriers can be both internal and
external. Internal barriers include fear of not having enough if attempts are made to
reduce work and consumption; of loss of status and respect; not having support from
family and friends, particularly if partners are not equally engaged. Responses to external
barriers can range from feelings.of resignation about global problems, to inability to seé
diffefent ways of living in cities and towns that are built around unsustainable practices,
to ongoing societal pressures to consume (Merkel, 2003). Another negatively
predisposing factor is found in how voluntary simplicity is portrayed in the media. Stories
often use examples Qf people who have made drastic lifestyle changes that, while
inspiring, can also function to set the bar for involvement so high as to be a barrier
(Andrews, 1997). According to theologian Thomas Berry, “the great obstacle is simply
this: the conviction that we cannot change because we are dependent upon What is wrong.

But that is the addict’s excuse, and we know that it will not do” (1999, p. 102).
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Overall, then, predisposing factors such as time, purpose, identity, environment,
clutter and cohsumption, money, health, and fulfillment (Andrews, 1997) can open up
possibilities to make dreams reality, whether raising a family on a farm or contributing to
change through volunteer work (Dominguez & Robin, 1992). For those who become
involved in the voluntary simplicity movement, the positively predisposing factors and
the possibilities outweigh the fears or fears are reduced through involvement and a deeper
understanding of the issues:

Yes, at the start, reinventing our own slicé of life can look pretty much

impossible. The more deeply we search for the causes of our World’s drastic

- imbalances, the more we realize the full extent of thé violence we have

unknowingly suppbrted. (Merkel, 2003, pp. 7-8)

Enabling factors.

In the Precede-Pr.oceed model, enabling factors are those things that can help or
hinder in terms of acquiring new skills and taking action (Green & Kreﬁter, 1999). As
with predisposing factors, enabling factors can include barriers as well as factors that
facilitate changes in understanding and action. They “...allow a motivation to be
realized” (Green & Kreuter, 1999). Because these factors are linked to access to
resources, learning new skills, ar’1d environmental conditions, they are the fac_tors that
organizatio‘ns and groups often focus on in terms of adult learning. Awareness of
enabling factors is key in terms of déveloping and implerﬁenting educational programs.

| A key enabling factor found in virtually all of the voluntary simplicity literature is
the emphasis on each learner Heciding on her/his own level of involvement — what iséues

and practices are important to them, what changes they want to make to simplify and
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what aspects of their lifestyies they wish to keép, and how .they define ‘enough’ in their
li.ves (Andrews, 1997, Dominguez & Robin, 1992; Elgin, 1993; Merkel, 2003; Pierce,
ZOQO). It is possible that this enabling factor arose due to some of the barriers named as
predisposing factors; certainly it provides more space for individuals to engage the
movement in terms of their own needs, interests, and willingness to take risks. This
central belief that .. .there is n(; one way to simplify; rather, each person’s unique way
grows out of an analysis of his or her own life” (Andrews, 1997, p. xviii) is present in
each of the simplicity resources commonly used in the movement.

Much 6f the literature used in the voluntary simplicity movement comes in the
form of self-help style resources. These resources enable engagement in the movement
by providing information, practical a_dvice, skill development, and learning communities.
Simplicity circles, as described in Cecile Andrews’(1997) book The Circle of Simplicity:
Return to the Good Life, are one the most popular resources in the movement. In the
opening to her book, Andrews describes the reasoning behind using simplicity circles to
enable engagement with voluntary simplicity:

A lot of people are realizing that just reading a book or going to a workshop isn’t

enough. They get fired ui) for a few weeks and then they ‘slip back into their old

habits. To make lasting, profound changes, péople are joining simplicity circles.

Simplicity circles are small groups of peop’le who gather together, without experts

or authorities, to help each other simplify their lives — to support each other, to

think together, to exchange ideas on ways to live differently. When you’re

working with like-minded people, talking with kindred spirits, exploring with
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people who share your values, it’s easier to make changes (Andrews, 1997, pp.

XV-XVi).

Simplicity circles reinforce the idea that each person makes their own plan for
simplifying their life (Andrews, 1997). They provide a place where learners can come to
understand more deeply why they need to reduce consumption and to avoid simply
reducing consumption by denying oneself things, whi‘ch is seen as the equivalent of a diet
which will not work. In simplicity circles, learners begin to find their own paths to
simplicity by exploring their values, develo_ping self-ﬁnderstanding, ahd finding purpose °
in life. Circles also explore ideas on every%hing ﬁo;n building community to specific
ways to reduce consumption. Two central ideas of thése groups are that: “...one of the’
constant themes is inspecting every aspect of your life” (Andrews, 1997, p. 138) and
*“...true community does not exist without the intimacy and support found within a small
group” (Andrews, 1997, p. 203).

" Another popular resource, an édited text of short readings on diverse topics
related to simplicity from a Christian point of view, follows many of the patterns of
Andrews’ book on simplicity circles, even including excerpts from her book in the
reédings. This text also attends to mindfulness, overconsumption, fulfillment, and
authenticity in terms of living according to one’s values. Many of the same themes are
found in both texts as well as a common purpose regarding an approach to engaging the
practices:

While this study guide will Be helpful to individuals, we encourage you to

consider the benefits of going through it with a small group. Movement toward

simplicity requires swimming upstream against dominant cultural messages; it
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requires redefining success and the characteristics of ‘the good life’; and it is

cértainly made easier with celebration —of friendships, community and all the

beauty around us. Developing a éommunity can both support such movement and

make the process more enjoyable. (Schut, 1999, p. 17)

The enabling factors that can be seen in these resources are openness to individual choice
and pa.ce, emphasis on building a supportive community, provision of practical ideas,
exposure to information and alternative viewpoinfs, encouragement of reflective and
spiritual practices, shared leadership, and an ongoing process of change.

Along with simplicity circles, and using some of the same learning methods,
another central prograrﬁ resource in the voluntary simplicity movement is the Your
Money or Your Life program. This program provides an alternative perspective on money
that focuses on financial intelligence, financial integrity, and financial independence. It
aims to transform people’s relationship with money and to approach the financial aspecté
of life as part of an integrated lifestyle (Dominguez & Robin, 1992). The development of
this program began with the personal journeys of its two authors, grew into first an audio-
cassette course and then a book with supporting materials, and emerged as an iptegral
‘ part of the growing voluntary simplicity movement. The book offers niné steps for the
reader to follow, .emphasizing that all steps are needed but that individuals may begin
Where they are most comfortable, may return to steps as needed, and may practice some
steps indgﬁnitely.

Although the book can be used by individuals, a culture of study groups, similar
to simplicity circles but using this book and its steps as their content, has arisen. A variety

of study guides are now available, designed to be led from within the group and
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emphasizing reflection, discussion, support, idea sharing, and accountability (New Road
Map Foundation, 1996). Online study groups are facilitated by foilowefs 'of the program
while face-to-face groups often have shared leadership. Online study groups are designed
to create a space where participants can share their experiences ana dialogue around the
steps as they complete homework éssignments linked to the first five steps. The objective
here is not to finish the steps, but to begin them and to continue the work once the group
process is coﬁplete. Both face-to-face and online groups provide a community of
learners to support each individual in beginning a major life shift using exercises,
personal reflection, and group discussion (New Road Map Foundation, 2003). The -
enabling factors associated with this resource are similar to those for simplicity circles,
including individual decisions and choices, group support, reflection on personal and
cultural values, practical ideas ‘for frugality, and an integrated approach to lifestyle
choices. It also incorporates rituals to increase awareness of spending practices, to
determine whether spending is related to fulfillment, and to check if practices match
values (Dominguez & Robin, 1992).

A newer resource, and one of the most radical and enViroﬁmentally—oriented,
combines a few different programs to give readers a number of ways to alter their
iifestyles and practices as part of simplifying so that their lifestyles are more sustainable
(Merkel, 2003). The author begins with what he calls the sustainability sweatshop; a
tﬁree—step process of setting personal sustainability goals and considering how personal
consumption impacts on other humans, other species, and future generations. This
process is seen as a first step and the author then goes onvto describe how other resources

can be used to achieve these goals. The resources include Your Money or Your Life, as
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discﬁssed above, ecological footprinting, the wiseacre challenge, and learning from
nature. The reason for presenting these other resources is given as follo’w_s: “if you are
like most, your life is busy and you have un‘ique considerations that will influence how
you approach simplifying. That’s where these tools come in; they’ll help you focus on the
specifics of your life” (Merkel, 2003, p. 72). Echoing a main tenet of the movement, the
author indicatés that
These tools will not tell you what to do or what is right or wrong. They simply
help you to see what you ére doing and encourage you to do your own evaluatibn.
Month by month your unique pattern of interpenetration of the world around you
is brought into focus. Then the fun begins as you reinforce beneficial patterns.
(Merkel, 2003, p. 73)
In the tools that he presents, the financial fbcus of Your Money or Your Life, with its
emphasis on réducing consumption through frugality and leaving péid employment early,
is balanced with ecological footprinting and the wiseacre challenge which focus more on
reducing consumption for global environmental and social justice reasons. The diversity
of thé programs presentedv is one of the enabling factors associated with this resource as it
gives a number of ways for readers to engage wi‘gh the practices. Other enabling factors
include providing positive stories of success, as the other resources described also do, as
well as ‘support_ing personal choice and valuing the impact that those choices can make.
The enabling factors that help learners engage with voluntary simplicity have
been described throughout this explofétion of some of the programs commonly used in

the movement. The programs themselves are a significant enabling factor as they all
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provide clear patterns of engagement as well as the supportive stories of those who have
been successful. Within the programs, positive enabling factors include:

¢ Individuals set their own level and.pace of involvement

e Creating supportive communities is encouraged and tools are given to enable

this

e Lots of practical ideas are included throughout the texts

e Stories and anecdotes emphasize the do-ability of the programs and practices

. Personal.reﬂection on integrating values and practices is encouraged

e Community, spirituality, and connections with nature are all emphasized as
important for personal change and fulfillment
These factors are not only seen within the resources that contain programs with steps or
learningvprocesses, they are also echoed in the first, and one of the most influential, text
to be. published on voluntary simplicity (Elgin, 1993).

Alc;ng with the many positive enabling factors, however, theré aré also negative
factors, or barriers, that dis-able involvement. Significant shifts in worldview or cultural
understandings and practices is one of the most difficult challenges in a movement whose
philosophies and practices are outside the mainstream. Going against cultural norms is
recognized as a challenge: ““...messing about with a culture’s sacred cows is tricky
business. It’s the kind of Business where you meet the incredible blindspots of your own
perception and come face-to-face with the strength or weakness of your own will”
(Merkql, 2003, p. 13). Due to this particular challenge, lack of support from partners, |
family and close friends, can also be an important barrier. Another barrier is that “it is not

uncommon for one person to want to simplify before his or her mate comes to the same
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conclusion” (Pierce, 2000, p. 64). At least one of the programs discussed above considers
sfrategies_ for dealing with th_is situation(because of the number of people who raise it as
an issue (Dvorlninguez & Robin, 1992). Many of the barriers discussed regarding
predisposing factors also function as barriers at the‘enablibng stage of engagement.

A final consideration regarding enabling factors centres on the personal and social
changes of concern in the Voluntary sirhplicity movement. Thréughout this investigétion |
of the movement, there has been a clear pattern of concern for both personal and sociél
czhanges, first seen in the characteristips and practices of the movement, and then in the
predisposing factors. In teﬁns of factors that enable engagemeﬁt in the movement - the
resources, skills, and conditions needed for action to be taken - the belief in the value and
impact of personal action is central to enabling part-icipants to expand their actions in
ways that have broader impact. Invplvement with voluntary simplicity is seen as a
process that is long-term and that evolves and vdeepens over time. For Elgin (1993) it was
“...an inarticulate but seemingly sensible response to emerging situations — and one
response after another began to form a pattern...” (pp. 71-72). In this movement,
individual actions are seen as essential and as a precursor to wider social change because
_..before we can effectively deal with the ecological pfoblem, we have to change our
world image. This ;n turn means that we have to change our self image” (Sherrard, 1999,
p- 201). In a study based on 211 responses to an online survey and 40 in-depth
intgrviews, Pierce (2000) found that: “...the vast Iﬁajority bf people find 'meaning ina
balance between the personal and the other-directed aspectvs of simple living” (p. 27).

R‘einforcing}”actors.

The final set of factors for consideration are reinforcing factors,
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...that is, the rewards received and the feedback the learner receives from others
following adoption of a behavior — may encourage or discourage continuation of
the behavior. Reinforcing behavior produces lifestyles (enduring patterns of
behavior), which in turn influence the environment through political advocacy,
consumer demand, or cumulat.ive actions. (Green & Kreuter, 1999, p. 41)
These factors can also be positive or negative and encompass responses within the
individual, feedback from people close to the individual and wider social support. Such
factors may have an irﬁmediate or cumulative effect on the learner and some may be
more or less important and influential.

One of the most signiﬁcant reinforcing factors for participants in the voluntary
simplicity movement is the gradual and cumulative nature of ;[he practices. The
experience of engaging voluntary simplicity as a process of creating a new way of life
both enables learners to implement changes and reinforces those changes. Vliewing
voluntary simplicity as a process rather than as an end result to be achieved means that
participants can set achievable goals and increase their experience of success (Elgin,
1993; Pierce, 2000); This gradual process also means that actions to free up time and
energy for other meaningful activities and participation in those activities reinforce the
changes that made them possible. This perception of voluntary simplicity as a process
also leavés room for failures or times when the going is difficult (Merkel, 2003).

Changes made by participants are reinforced in many ways internally and
peréonally. Taking control of one’s lifestyle to create a way of living that is in line with
one’s values is empowering for participants (Elgin, 1993). They also experience .success

as one change may have multiple impacts; for instance a change made to save money
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may also improve health and reduce pollution (Andrews, 1997, Merkel, 2003). Aligning
values and actions also leads to a sense of a life lived with integrity which is fulfilling
and satisfying (Dominguez & Robins, 1992; Merkel, 2003; Pierce, 2004). These
reinforcing factors can deflect or reduce the barriers experienced by going against -
cultural norms and practiqe_s: “meaning brings completeness, the feeling that you know
who you are, what you believe, how you want to live. It allows you to resist the
manipulation and pressures of the desecrated life, the commercialized life” (Andrews,
1997, p. 69).

Anpther set of reinforcing factors relates to expressions of community and
spirituality. Andrews (1997) sees both of these factors as central to a sucéessﬁJl shift to a
voluntary simplicity lifestyle. She indic;ates that, without the support of community,
individuals can feel alone and insecure in their choices and changes. The inner authority
developed by living with integrity still needs to be supported by others who understand,
accept, and share values and practices. This assertion is»gchoed by Elgin (1993) who
reports that having a small circle of supporters can offset the feeling of being tolerated by
or alienated from the larger community or soéiety. Spirituality can be an important
reinforcing factor both in terms of connecting to nature on a deeper level and in terms of
living each day as if it were sacred (Andrews, 1997). For those involved in particular
spiritual or religious communities, aligning consumption with the.teachings of their faith
also reinforces changes in lifestyles (McDonald, 1999, p. 61).

A final group of reinfofcing factors links back once again to the dialogue between
personal and social action. The empowerment and integrity experienced by participants

can have the effect of reinforcing their changes to the extent that they seek out ways to
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deepen those changes and to connect them to larger issues (Elgin, 1993). Whether they
begin to see how various personal issues are connected with larger envi;onmen‘;al and
societal problems or the experience of participating in the movement is radicalizing,
many who are involved in the movement become more interested and involved in local
and global issues. Part of this shift may be based on the personal experience that living
more sustainably is possible (Merkel, 2003) and that reducing consumption means Iess
ifnpact on the earth and more resources for others (Dominguez & Robins, 1992). In
summary,
...the ultimate question of whether or not voluntary simplicity can be sustained,
and, moreover, greatly expand its reach among citizens of various societies
depends, to a significant extent, on the question of whether Qoluntary- simplicity
constitutes a sacrifice that people must be constantly motivated to make, or |

whether it is in itself a major source of satisfaction, and hence is self-motivating.

(Etzioni, 1998, pp. 627-628)

Components of Adult Learning in the Voluntary Simplicity Movement

The preceding two sections set the stage for the main task of this discussion,
which is to develop a deep understanding of adult learning in the voluntary simplicity
movement. Thié task, involving as it does several distinct bodies of literature and
different approaches to theorizing about aduit learning, is both complex and challenging.
Identifying and classifying the elements of adult learning within the voluntary simplicity
movement is a first step in that it foregrounds learning as the primary focus in using the

case of voluntary simplicity in this thesis. It provides the data for exploring and
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understanding adult learning in this particular context. These data now ﬁeed to be
analyzed in light of what ié known about adult learning from transformative learning and
sociocultural learning theories.

In searching .for an organizing ﬁamework through which to explore and analyse
themes in the data, and review existing conceptions, 1 discovered the work of De_borah
Kilgore. Kilgore (1999) developed a conception of collective learning that draws on
transformative learning, sociocultural learning, and new social 'movem'ent theory, the
same three theoretical streams engaged in this thesis. Adaptiﬁg her conception of
collective learning provides a way to frame my discussion of adult‘ learning in voluntary
simplicity movement. Kilgore (1999) claims that collective learning is “...a process that
occurs among two or more diverse people in which taken-as-shared meanings (including
a vision of social justice) are constructed or acted upon by the group” (p. 191). This
conception makes visible “...the interplay between individuals and groups, between
groups and othér gfoups within a sociocultural context” (Kilgore, 1999, p. 200).

In the ﬁnal pages of Chapter 4, I identified two main patterns at the intersection of
transformative learning, sociocultural learning, and new social movement theories:
personal and social éspects of transformation and the nature of adult learning. The
dialectié and mutually chstitutiV'e nature of individual and groﬁp in adult learning and
personal and social aspects. of transformation is consistently present in the discussion of
both voluntary simplicity and adult learning theories. Kilgore’s (1999) conception lof
collective learning,developed with an underlying purpose of pursuing social change
through adult education for transformation, is comprised of individual and group

components of learning. The individual components of collective learning are:
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e identity - who am I?,

e consciousness - experience as an autonomous actor,

® agency - imagination, can make things happen,

e worthiness - confidence in ability to cohtribute,

e and conhectedness - social vision.

The group components are:

e identity - who are we?,

e consciousness - group as a social actor,

e solidarity - engagement in group process; unity and affinity,

e and (l)rganization - technical features of the group.

Ki‘lgore’s categories provide a starting point for considering the themes in the data
presented earlier in this discussion. In my reading of her Work, I find some overlap
betweeﬁ consciousness and agency, between agency and worthiness, and between
- connectedness and solidarity. Given the emerging themes of the data on predisposing,
enabling, and reinforcing factors, 1 have determined that identity, agency, and solidarity
are the three components of learning that best frame my discussion of adult learning iq
the voluntary simplicity movement. Each of these three components holdg elements of
the data outlined above and each contributes to understanding the nature of adult learning
and coﬁtains the inherent 'dialectic~ of the personal and social aspects of transformation. 1
will explore them in the order of identity, agency, and solidarity intentionally as the best
way to organize the discussion, but with the recognition that there is ebb and flow
“between them and that they are not hierarchical steps in a learning process. I also

recognize that each of these concepts has been researched extensively and that there is
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considerable additional literature that could be drawn into the discussion of each. 1 have
chosen to work with Kilgore’s conception of the components because she locates them
within a discussion of adult learning in new social movements specifically and that is
how I am using them. Alohg with many other choices made in this thesis, this choice
adds to the partial and limited nature of the thesis but is fnade intentionally to focus this
particular piece of research.

Identity.

My use of the category identity retains Kilgore’s (1999) original conception of
this component of both individual and group learning processes. The question "‘who arﬁ
I’ is answered thr;)ugh individual identity while the questién “who are we” is answered

by group identity. These are not seen as completely distinct, however, s.ince
“...individual identity is not only one’s perception of'self as unique frorﬁ other
individuals and groups .but also as interdependent with other individuals and groups”
(Kilgore, 1999, p. 197). Relationships and memberships thus form part of individual
identity. Collective identity, the “who are we”, is comprised of shared meanings, shared
actions, and shared aims.

| The predisposing ‘factors found in the voluntary simplicity movement are strongly

related to identity, particularly individual identity. Factors such as time, work, purpose,
consumption, and environmental-consciousness are all related to the emergence of an
individual identity that sees itself at odds with the wider culture. Several predisposing
factors become saliént as the individual perceives herself to be at odds with the actions
and aims of the dominant culture. In this sense, learning an individual identity in the

voluntary simplicity movement means rejecting part of the collective identity of the
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dominant culture. Fears or barriers identified as predisposing factors also bear upon this
process as the individual faces the risk of her individual identity being at odds with the
collective‘iden'tity of friends, family, colleagues, and neighbours, that is, ‘I[hose who make
up the various communities and the overall culture of which she is 2 member.

Enabling factors in the voluntary simplicity movement are very much concerned
with formation of individual and collective identity. The programs described as
contributing various eﬁabling factors in the movement all emphasize identity of one kind
or the other. Simplicity Acircles emphasize personal reflection and aligning actions with
beliefs (Andrews, 1997). They also encourage formation of group identity by sharing
stories of people in tﬁe movement and making visible the shared meanings and actions of
those in the movement. This pattérn holds in the Your Money or Your Life program as
well, with both individual and collective identity being addressed through meaning
making and a serieé of common actions (Dominguez & Robin, 1992). The programs and
processes presented in Merkel’s (2003) book on radical simplicity tend to begin with
individual identity, as represented in.the author’s own story. Collective identity comes
into play in the intent of the author whose ‘goal of global living begins with individuals
who, through experience, create alternative lifestyles that can serve as examples ‘for
otﬁers. The author rﬁost concerned with collective identity is the one who critiques the

: movement for being too focused on the individual, although he recognizes a shift in this
tendency over the past several years (Segall, 1999). He sees the overall purpose of the
movement as being a reirﬁagining of collective identity on a large enough scale to have a

significant impact on social and political processes and structures.
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Nonetheless, the voluntary simplicity movement significantly foregrounds
individual identity formation as a precursor to collgctive identity formation. All the major
writers in the field contend that individual identity must first be changed, with
corresponding -changes in lifestyle, before collective-identity on a large scale is addressed.
However, collective identity of the groups comprising the overall movement is aklso
clearly valued. This can be seen both in the deﬁnitio.ns‘ and characteristics outlined in the
chapter engaging a conceptual inquiry of voluntary simplicity and in the enabling factors -
described earlier in this discussion. Like other new social movements, there is diversity
and differentiation in the Voluntary simplicity movement., but there is also an identiﬁable
movement identity. What is important to highlight about the learning process is the
interconnected nature of individual and collective identity formation. The fact that
learners are enéouraged to set fheir own level and pace of involvement, and to decide for
themselves wha; is enough and what lifestyle changes to make, goes hand in hand with
the strong encouragement to work with the programs in groups of like-minded and
supportive peers. Also, while there are no strict .rules about what can and cannot‘ be called
voluntary simplicity, and there is no one pérson or group considered to be the official
voice of the movement, there are a handful of books that are very widely used and a small
number of writer/speakers who are known by most members of the movement.

Reinforcing factors linked to identity are mainly concerned with being able to
maintain identity in the context of the dominant culture and when the significant people
and communities in the individual’s life are not fully supportive. Being a member of a

group or community with shared meanings and practices, with a collective identity, is the

central reinforcing factor related to identity. So, both individual and collective identities




are found in each of the categories (predisposihg, enabling, and reinforcing factors) of
learning in the voluntary simplicity movement.

How idéntity acts in adult learning in this movement can be further understood by
looking at how transformative learning and sociocultural learning theories address
identity in ways that explain what we see in the voluntary simplicity movement. One of
the challenges of transformative learning is the risk that individuals take in engaging in
iearning that could change them (Freire, 1998; Mezirow, 1981; O’Sullivan, 2001). .
Transforming identity requires a sense of readiness to.be' challenged and to accept the
possibility of change. For individuals to be willing to enter into this process, they need to
develop awareness that their current 'understanding of the world is no longer sufficient or
appropriate. They are thén open to seeing or finding alternative visions. As they consider |
the ﬁlovement or begin to engage with its philosophies and practices, learners look for
ways to make changes in their life that meet their own needs and that provide different
ways of understanding and interpreting the world around them. In transformative
learning, the focus is on moving the learner from the expression of felt needs to the
idéntiﬁcation of the causes of those needs that can then be addressed through the
educational process (Mezirow, 1978).

Individuals self-select into the movement because of common interests and
purposes and a desire to learn from each other (Hansman, 2001). At the early stages of
involvement with the movement, individual and collective identities are already engaging
each other. Individuals find something in the collective identity that connects with their
sense of self and cultivates “...some directions of how it can be part of a proéess of

change that will create a new cultural form...” (O’Sullivan, 1999, p. 5). This sélf-
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selecti_on into the moVement, then, takes courage on the part of the individual and the
corﬁmunity provides the space, the tools, and the support needed by the individual in
transforming their identity. in the words of Freire: “fer us, to learn is to construct, to
reconstruct, to observe with a view to changing — none of which can be done without
being open to risk, to the adventure of the spirit” (1998, p. 67).

This process of learning involves critical reflection and dialogue where individual
learners hear other points of view, explore new meanings, and take on new perspectives
(Mezirow, 1978, 1985). In this way, traﬁsforrﬂative learning engages both individual and
collective identity formation through communication and participation in community
(Freire, 1998; O’Sullivan, 2001). Collective identity is important in supporting indi\}idual
transformation through shared experiences and by providing an alternative vision for
learners. A shared repetoire that is reflective of the goals of the group and that is
continually evolving (Wenger, 1998) gives learners a way to understand and contribute to
the collective identity. |

The voluntary simplicity movement tends to reject the grand narrative of
consumerism. This rejection is part of the movement’s collective identity; the movement
must also, then, provide new narratives as an alternative vision of the world and as part of
an ever-evolviﬁg coilecti\;e identity:

We need stories of sufficient power and complexity to ofient people for effective

action to overcome environmental problems, to address multiple problems

presented by environmental destruction, to reveal what the possibilities are for
transforming these and to reveal to people the role that they caﬁ play in this

project.” (O’Sullivan, 1999, p. 182)
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These stories comprise‘ part of a shared repetoire; a collection of activities, symbols, and
meanings related to the joint enterprise of the community (Wenger, 1998). This shared
repetoire is what individuals engage as they form»ci)r transform their identity and it is itself
fqrmed and transformed by the interpretations and contributions of many individuals.
It is around tvhe shared repetoire that critical reflection and dialogue, negotiation of
meaning through discourse, occurs:
I call a community’s set of shared resources a repetoire to emphasize both its
rehearsed character and its availability for further engagemeht in practice. The
repetoire of a practice chbiﬁes two characteristics that allow it to become a resource
for the negotiati;)n of meaning:

1) it reflects a history of mutual engagement

2) it remains inherently ambiguous. (Wenger,b 1998, p. 83)
~ In the voluntary simplicity movement, mﬁch of the shared repetoire of the movement is
recorded in the books, articles, and websites of the movement. These documents
represent the history of engagement .v'vith the goals of the movement and they réﬂect the
evolving ﬁature of the movement as they offer somewhat varied pictures of the
movement or critiques of aspects of the movement.

Engagement with the movement’s shared repetoire is a way in which meaning is
negotiated. It provides a place to begin, but is never finished as new members joiﬁ and
bring new interpretations and as actions and the world continually need to be interpreted.
Individuals can try-on different perspectives, adapt their own perspectives in ways that
make better sense of their experience, and contribute their understandings to the dialogue.

This negotiation of meaning has the feeling of “give-and-take” (Wenger, 1998) and is not
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meant to be confrontational, but, rather, a éollective effort (Schugurensky, 2002, p. 64).
In the words of Mezirow:
Discourse is not based on winning arguments: it centrally involves finding
agreement, welcoming difference, “trying on” other points of view,
identifying the common in the éontradictory, tolerating the énxiety
implicit in paradox, searching for synthesis, and reframing. (2000, p. 13)
Authors m both transformative leérning and sociocultural learning theories strongly
emphasize that this meaning-making, developﬁeﬁt of a shared répétoire, and ongoing
transformation of identities is inherently a task that combines individual and social
processes. Freire says that any breakthrough in how we see the world will be the result of
a collective, rather than an individual, experience:
It’s important to stress that the breakthrough of a new form of awareness in
uhderstanding the world is not the privilege of one person. The experience that
makes possible the ‘breakthrough’ is a ‘collective’ experience. (Freire, 1998, p.
77) |
Wenger focuses on identity, pointing out that identity is the pivotal and reciprocal link
between the collective and the person:
Building an identity consists of negotiating the meanings of our experience of
membership in social communities. The concept of identity serves as a pivot
between the social apd the individual, so that each can be talked about in terms of
the other. It avoids a simplistic individual-social dichotomy without doing away

with the distinction. (Wenger, 1998, p. 145)
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Schugurensky is even more strident in suggesting that individual transformations cannot
be achieved except through a negotiated relational process with bthers.

If transformative learning implies a critical awareness of the tacit assumptions and

expectations that we and other people hold and an assessment o.f. their relevance

for making choices, this process cannot occur in isolatior;. Such a process
involves participation in a constrpctiye discourse in which participants deliberate
about the reasons for their actions and get insights from the meaning, experiences,
and opinions expressed by others. Thus one of the main goals of transformative
learning is the development 6f more autonomous thinkers who can justify their
choices or reasons, but this development can take place only in relation to others,

which makes it a collective, relational process. (Schugurénsky, 2002, p. 64)

The dyﬁamic reciprocity of individual and collective identity formation and
transformation is certainly eyident in the elements of learning foﬁnd in the literature of
the voluntary simplicity movement. Also evident in the voluntary simplicity literature is
the sense that identity formation is an ongoing process. Much of what the movement
holds as central around identity transformation aims to make the process as safe and‘
supported as possible. The pract_ice of allowing individuals to set their own pace supports
a more gradual approach to transformation. Taking on the collective identity in Voluntéry
simplicity movement is a proéess of legitimate peripﬁeral participation where individuals
move from marginal to full participation in the movement, learning the beliefs and
practices of the movement and adopting the norms as part of their own identity (Lave &

Wenger, 1991).
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Learning in this neW, social movemént, then, is a précess of becoming something
or someone (Freire, 1970; Wenger, 1998), a gradual tranéformation of identity as
elements of the collective identity are taken on by the individual and as the collective
identity is transformed by the engagement of individuals. This process of leéming reflects
Freire’s (1970, 1998) assertion that Humanity is always unfinished and awareness of our
unfinished state is what makes us educable. Voluntary simplicity’s way of encouraging
individuals to engage with the philosophies and practices of the movement at their own
pace recognizes this unfinished nature of humanity and the dialectic nature of reflection
and action. Identity in voluntary simplicity movement “... manifests as a tendency to
come up with certain interpretations, to engage in certain actions, to make certain
choices, to value certain experiences — all by virtue of participating in certain enterprises”
(Wenger, 1998, p. 153).

Agency.

The corhponent of adult learning that I name as agency comprises a few elements
of Kilgore’s (1999) \}arious componénts of individual and collective learﬁing. It
incorporates a distinct component that she calls consciousness. As a component of
individual learning, consciousness is the enacting of identity; “...the awareness of oneself
as an autonomous actor” (Kilgore, 1999, p. 197). In this sense, action is conscious or
purposeful and is an expression of self and of experience. As a component of group
learning, consciousness is “...the awareness of the group as a social actor” (Kilgore,
1999, p. 197). Through group actions and constructing a collective identity, the group
becomes conscious of itself as having a combined ability to act on the world. In my view,

consciousness, understood this way, is part of agency; the beginning stage of taking
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action based on identity. Agency, in terms of individual learning, is a deeper awareness

that the learner is able to impact the future and create change (Kilgore, 1999). The

experience of acting from a sense of identity and of being purposeful in those actions

enables the learner to feel a sense of agency. Drawing on their sense of agency,

individuals join in group-processes “...and the group 'becomes more confident of itself as

a collective change agent” (Kilgore, 1999, p. 197). Kilgore names this solidarity in terms
- of group learning, but I understand it as part of agency as the individuai is empowered by
“and empbwers group actions. Another aspect of agenc& is a sense of worthiness (Kilgore,
1999). For individuals, worthiness “...is the belief that we can contribute positively to the
group process or product; that we have something to offer” (Kilgore, 1999, p. 197). As
can be seen from this brief discussion, the three components of learning that I have
separated out to apply to the voluntary simplicity literature are deeply intertwined. They
are also complex idéas Fhat are part of numerous di’scussions in the litefature of adult
education and other fields. In this discussion of agency, and the surrounding discussions
of identify and solidarity, I have tried to be clear about how I am using and understanding
these conceptions for the purposesv of the project. .

Agency as a component of adult learning is found in enabling and reinforcing
factors 1n the voluntary simplicity movement. Predisposing factors are located before
identity begins to be enacted according to the practices of voluntary simplicity, so that
they precede agency in learners. Enabling factors in the voluntary simplicity movement
are strongly focused on agency. All of the central programs and resources contain
practical advice on specific actions that can be taken to make changes in one’s lifestyle.

This advice ranges from how-to lists to personal stories of actions taken by the writers

120




and other movement participants. In most of the programs described earlier, the how-to
lists and stories are housed within educational processes that encourage paﬁicipants to
consider each practice or set of practices one at a time. The processes involve steps or a
series of group discussions, both with associated personal actions that can bé taken at
each point. As with the development of identity, development of agency in the voluntary
simplicity movemeﬁt can be a gradual process that individuals control in terms of level
and pace of implementing practices or taking actions.

One of the most important enabling factors as they relate to agency is that
resources set out practices that are part of what the group does as a social actor so that
individuals can learn from the actions of others in th_e movement and adopt the practices
as their owﬁ. Collective agency, then, provides support and inspiration for individuai '
agency and builds a sense of being part of a larger whole that makes a significant
contribution to society. Also, no individual action is seen as too small in this movement.
Individual agency is encouraged partly because the individuals can set achievable goals |
for themselves, developing a sense of worthiness that reinforces agency. Experiencing the
impact of one’s own agency on one’s own life reinforces involvement in the movement
and its practices. This experience also reinforces the overall group agency as actions
begin to accumulate and their impact becoﬁes visible.

In the view of transformative learning, consciousness of oneself as an autonomous
actor or of one’s group as a collective change agent requires first a consciousness of the
dorﬁinant worldview and the assumptions that go with that worldview (Mezirow, 1978).
Before individual and collective consciousness can develop, the learner must leave the

state of naivete that may be unconscious (Freire, 1970, 1998). Part of transformative
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learning, then, is consciousness raising; increasing awareness of self, group, and world as
distinct but interrelated. This is related to the earlier discussion of ideﬁtity as well, but in
terms of agency, consciousness has to do with experience and with practice. In voluntary
simplicity movement, consciousness is raised through actions that provide. alternatives to
cultural norms and thfough reflection on action which highlights assumptions and
consequences. Experiencing another way of living provides the impetus for quesﬁoning
present lifestyles as well as giving learners concrete ideas for making changes. In agency,
action and reflection are combined as praxis. In Freire’s (1970) view, reflection with

action is only verbalism and action without reflection is only activism; true praxis needs
both elements.

Enacting identity, both as individuals and as groups, is also related to the idea of
practice in sociocultural learning. Practice, in this understanding, is authentic activities or
actions that are inherently conr;ected to collective identity (Brown, Collins, & Duguid,
1989). They encompass knowing and doing in the sense that practices reflect both the
goals of the group and meanings shared by the group (Wenger, 1998). Engaging with the
practices of the voluntary simplicity movement provides learners with experiences upon

A.which to reﬂept as part of their meaning-making and identity formation which in turn can
lead to engaging more deeply in movement practice. Agency, then, is a central aspect of
learning in voluntlary simplicity movement as “.. .understanding and experience are in
constant interaction — indeed, are mutually constitutive” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, pp. 51-_
52). Thes¢ practices are embedded in the community that produces them so that their
meaning and purpose ére constructéd by the community (Brown, Collins, & Duguid,

1989). The process of engaging in practice, reflecting on experience, and becoming a full
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member of the community of practice combines the reflection and action aspects of
learning. Both practices and meaning are taken on in this process, which can be an
“...extended period of legitimate peripherality (that) provides learners with opportunities
to make the culture of practice theirs” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 95).

Practice both provides experience upon which to reflect ashwell as opportunity to
act, to experience agency. A sense of both individual and group agency, a belief in and
experience of being able to enact change, connects with Ffeire’s (1998) undérstanding of
transformative learning as involved with acting on the world rather than just observing
the world. O’Sullivan’s (1999) take on transformative learning also indicates that both
attitudes and actions are transformed. For both of these thiﬁkers, a main purpose of
transformative learning is to prepare individuals, as members of commuhities, to engage
in éction for social change.

The joint enterprises of the voluntary simplicity movement are a way in which
individuals participate in the movement and enact change in their own lives. Mutual
engagement in these enterprises “...draws on what we do and what we know, as well.basi
on our ability to connect meaningfully to what we don’t do and what we don’t know —
that is, to the contributions and knowledge of others” (Wenger, 1998, p. 76). For instance,
engagement in the joint enterprise of ecological footprinting provides a ﬁlace for building
knowledge and taking significant action beyond what an individual already knows and
can do (Merkel, 2003). The ;:ommunity of practice is a place “...to become agenté in our
own history” (Hall, 2002, p. 44). Rather than replicating beliefs and practices of fhe
dominant culture uncritically, the voluntary simplicity community encourages members

to take control of their own lives through reflective engagement in the community’s
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altemafive practices. The expectation that individuals will form their own understandings
and practices gives room for diversity and for the community to be transformed by that
diversity. Just as “...participation in social communities shapes our experience, and it
also shapes those communities; the transformative potential goes both ways” (Wenger,
1998, p. 56-57). This individual and collective agency through the joint eﬂterprises and
practices of a community is centrally important because it gives focus, impetus, and
direction to change: “Just as objective social reality exists not by chance, but as the
product of human action, so it is not transformed by chance” (Freire, 1970, p. 36).

These underétandings of agency from both transformational and socio;ultural
learning perspectives reflect what we see happening in volﬁntary simplicity movement.

" The practices of voluntary simplicity are embedded in the collective identity and joint
enterprises of the community. Leérning as doing and learning as experience (Wenger,
1998) in this movement are central to the focus on making changes in one’s lifestyle and
following steps to create a new way of living. Agency in this movement, both individual
and collective, supports identity and builds solidarity. -

Solidarity. |

Solidarity, in Kilgore’s analysis, is a group component of adult learning. In my
view, this component has power both for individuals and for grouﬁs. Solidarity is “...the
general feeling of unity or affinity among members of the group™ (Kilgore, 1999, p. 197).
It is also, in my view, an awareness of affinity wit.h and interest in lothers outside of the
group, what Kilgore (1999) namés connectedness. The aspect of solidarity presents as a

social vision and as a reason behind involvement with group process.
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in the predisposing factors found in the voluntary sirﬁplicity movement, solidarity
is related to the individual’s initial engagement V\;ith the movement as they. find people
and ideas with which that have aﬁ affinity. As individuals identify ways in which they
feel at odds with the dominant culture, they may see involvement with voluntary
simplicity as a Way to connect with others who hold similar Values. Concern about how
their lifestyle impacts others and the earth is a common predisposing factor for many
participants in voluntary siﬁplicity. For these adults, »solidarity.as connectedness with all
of humanity and with nature is linked to their predisposition to engage the movement as a
way to connect their individual interests with a social vision that makes a different way of
life possible for many.

These feelings of conneétion with others and with a wider social vision are also
central enabling factprs in the movement. The emphasis on group study and support is
directly linked to the development of solidarity as affinity. Connection to community that
shares meanings and actions is seen as key to individual success in éngaging voluntary
. simplicity. The value placed on solidarity in this movement is so high that desire for unity
and affinity may actually mask difference (Grigsby, 2004). This heightened emphasis on
solidarity within the movement may be related to the position of the movement as it
stands against dominant culture. Affinity with others in the movement enables individuals
to take on meanings and practices that may set them more at odds with. others in their
lives and with the dominant culture which in turn increases their need for afﬁnify within
the movement or small group. This affinity also serves to reinforce their involvement

with the movement and its practices.
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Solidarity in the Volpntary simplicity movement is also understood to be a
condition enabling the link between individual change and social change. Involvement
with a community gives learners a place to learn about, reflect on, and act on local and
global issues related to the personal lifestyle issues that are central factors in initial |
moverﬁent involvement. The emphasis on interconnection with other humans and with
nature widens the understanding of solidarity as a basis for engagement in social justice
and environmental issues related to simplicity practices. Although some participants
bring this sense of connectedness and social vision with them, many. enter the movement
for more personal reasons. Developing or enhancing solidarity as connectedness is key to
how the movement understands its ability to move beyond personal change aﬁd enact
significant social change. A deep féeling of solidarity as connectedness also reinforcés
involvement in the movement as members understand their continuing action to be
beneficial for others and for nature.

Both aspects of solidarity, unity and affinity withiﬁ the community and
connectedness with and concern for the wider world, are reflected in some way in both
transformative and sociocultural learning theories. Solidarity within the community of
practice nourishes and supports individuals and enables them to be fully human
(O’Sullivan, 1999; Freire, 1970). This aspect of solidarity within the community gives
rise to learning as belonging (Wenger, 1998) which in turn creates a sense of safety and
trust for individuals. In this way, solidarity creates éonditions in which new insights and
solutions can arise (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989) and the diversity within the

community adds to the poésibilitie_s for learning (Hansman, 2001). Affinity with the
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group enables mutual engagement, with each individual contributing to the group
(Wenger, 1998) and feeling a sense of worthiness.

All of these aspects of solidarity within the movement are reflected in the
‘literature of the voluntary simplicity movement. The movement provides a place where
members can find others who are like them in some ways, who share similar
underétandings of the world, have similar concerns, and are engaged in a similar way of
life. This sense of unity and affinity with others in.the movement is nourishing to
participants and helps to create a sense of belonging so that learning and participation are
enabled and changes are reinforced. When these conditions exist, the make-up of the
group, from newcomers to oldtimers, including those with particular interests and varied
experiences, can result in dialogue that gives rise to néw meanings and practices for
individuals or collectively as the movement evolves. In this way, community is “...a way’
of talking about the social configurations in which our enterprises are defined as worth
pursuing and our participation is recognizable as competence” (Wenger, 1998, p. 5). Just
as important as worthiness and competence is “...a deeper sense of the value of
participation to the community and the learner lies in becorhing part of the community”
(Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 111).

There are two dangers inherent in unity and affinity within a group. The first is
that the sense of unity will disempower those who hold views that are somewhat different
from the group. Since the meanings and practices of the movement are always evolving
and alwayé somewhat ambiguous, there needs to be room for other points of view and for
learning from difference. An over-emphasis on unity, then, can reduce the effectiveness

of the community for learning and action. Preventing or reducing this limitation
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“...requires the presence of different viewpoints (especially those that challenge
prevailing norms) and must allow (even encourage) the expression of dissent”
(Schugurensky, 2002, p. 64). This is important in the voluntary simplicity movement,
both within the small groups and within the larger community. Within the small groups,
room for dissent and for differing views and praétices provides space for learners to
change at their own pace and to contribute to group meanings and norms. Within the
movement as a whole, dissent and differihg views and practices enables learning and
knowledge production that “...emerges only through invention and re-invention, through
the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry (we) pursue in the world, with the
world, and with each other” (Freire, 1970, p. 58).

The second danger of an overemphasis on unity within the group is the possibility
that the reification of meanings and practices will limit participation (Wenger, 1998).
Reification is an important part of the evoluiion of a community of bractice as “any
community of practice produces abstractions, tools, symbols, stories, terms, and concepts
that reify something of that practice in a congealed form’ (Wenger, 1998, p. 59).
Reification, in this sense, helps communities to give form to experience, to have ways of
talking about experience that are understandable. If unity and affinity with the group is so”
strong that these forms are no longer questioned, meaningfulness can be lost and potential
for growth can also be lost. In Wenger’s clever words: “the politician’s slogan caﬁ
become a substitute for a deep understanding of and commitment to what it stands for”
(Wenger, 1998, p. 61). Within the voluﬁtary simplicity movement, this possibility is
present as the movement becomes more public. Ways to communicate the essence of the

movement to the public may contribute to reification of symbols and concepts to the

128




point that meaning becomes lost. This may have an> effect of making the movement and
its pract\ices seem either iﬂaccessible or'ﬂa'wed_.

The other aspect of solidarity is connectedness to dthers, to nature, to the whole
world and its beings. From the perspective of transfofma_tive learning, empathy and social
vision are essential because a sense of connectedness to others -and to the wider world
generates awareness of responsibility and possibility which enables change in terms of
attitudes a;nd actions (Freire, 1970). Devélopment of shared understandings-through
critical reflection and coparticipétioh contributes to the possibility of creating a cultural
shift, which is both a goal of the voluntary simplicity movemenf and the purpose of
transformative learning in the view of Freire (1998) and O’Sullivan (2001).
Schugurensky ties together both aspecfs of solidarity:

First, people learn faster and happier when they are not alone, when they are a

part of a social movement, and especially if the movement has an ethical stand, a

utopia to chase, and some successes to celebrate. Second, learning in this context

is dynamic, unpredictable, and often inexplicable, jumping‘ like sparks from

person to person. (Scﬁugurgnéky, 2002, p. 72)

The passage of ideas and actions from person to person within 5 community of practice
can be magnified through our connections to multiple communities and by the overlap of
various communities of practice. This Vie;)v is upheld by Lave and Wenger (1991) who
state that: “a community of practice is a set of relations among persons, activity, and
world, bver time and in relation ‘with other tangential and overlapping communities of -

practice” (p. 98). Alignment with other groups and communities “...amplifies the
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ramifications of our actions by coordinating multiple localities, competencies, and
viewpoints. It e>.(pands the scope of our effects on the world” (Wenger, 1998, p. 180).
Solidarity with the world outside the community of practice, outside the voluntary
rsi.mpl.icity movement, is whét enables social change through cultural shifts and an
emergence of an alfernative collective identity on a larger scale. This sénse of solidarity
as connectedness is found in other social movements and groups as well and according to
- Miles (2002): |
These groups are gfﬁrming their own value and identity as well as their
connection to others; seeking their own good as well as the good of all; selectively
building on and honoring traditional culture and contributions while welcoming
change; articulating new senses of self and others and of possible futures
grounded in the value of all life. (p. 30)
rThe voluntary simplicity movement has ‘many natural connections With other movements
and communities from environmental movements to groups advocating for a shorter
work week. Interconnections with those groups hold the possibility for magnifying
impacts and creating widespread change. In order to do 'this, members of the voluntary

simplicity movement need to feel and experience solidarity with the world.

Adult Learning in the Voluntary Simplicity Movement
I stated at the beginning of this chapter that the purpose of the chapter is to answer
my first two research questions. 1 engaged these questions through conceptual structure

assessment using a hermeneutical approach and the Precede-Proceed model to frame the

discussion. In this final section of the chapter, I want to summarize the detailed and




complex answers to those two questions as they have unfolded throughout the discussion,
assessing and extending the conception of adult learning in new social movements. The
first question at the core of this research project is: What does adult learning look like in
the literature of the voluntary simplicity movement? Using elements of the Precede-
Proceed model, I have shown the predisposing, enabling, and reinforcing factors of arlult
learning in the voluntary simplicity movement. These factors present a picture of .what
comprises the various aspects of adult learning in this movement. They show why
learners enter the movement, how they learn and change, and how their new attitudes and
actions are maintained over time.

Although the predisposing, enabling, and reinforcing factors found are many and
diverse, ther_e are distinct patterns in the underlying concerns of th.e factors. Exploration
of the factors has led to an understanding that identity, agency, and solidarity are the
three main components of adult lgarning in voluntary simplicity movement. Predisposing
factors in learners are mainly concerned with identity and solidarity. The dynamic
dialectic between individual and collective identity contributes to both the initial
engagement of learners in the moyement and to their ongoing solidarity with the
movement. Enabling factors relate to identity, agency, and éolidarity in various ways. In
each of these components, individual and collective identity and action are mutually
~ constituted. Finally, reinforcing factors, often ext.ensions of enabling factors, also pertain
to identity, agency, and solidarity. Establishing the predisposing, enabling, and
reinforcing factors of adult learning in this movement provided the data from Which to
identify the three components of adult learning in this movement. The three sets of

factors and three components that they comprise show us what adult learning looks like
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in the voluntary simplicity movement. It is a setting in which adult learning happens
through attention to identity, agency and solidarity at all stages of the learning process. It
is a setting in which adult learning is a process of individual and group learning resulting
in personal and social change.

The second question that 1 have posed in this research follows from and expands’
on the first: How can ideas from transformative learning and sociocultural learning
thedri_es help us to undérstand learning in this movement? It is not enough to describe,
cqllate; and synthesize the data about adult learning in the voluntary simplicity -
movement. Part of the task of this thesis is to attempt to explain what is found in light of
what is known or theorized about adult learning. In this discussion, it is found that both
transformative learning and sociocultural learning theories illuminate aspects of the data
in ways that contribute to and reinforce my analysis that learning in the movement
revolves around identity, agency, and solidarity. Transformative and sociocultural
conceptions of adult learning are complementary rather than genetic or dialectially
opposed (Lonergan, 1973).

Both transformative learning and sociocultural learning theories contribute to
understanding how identity functions as a locus for learning in the voluntary simplicity
movement. Transformative. learning theory contributes an uﬁderstanding of how
readiness, critical reﬂecﬁon, dialogue, and perspective transformation are involved in
formation and transformation of individual and colléctive identity in the movément. This
theoretical lens also illuminates the role of cdlléctive identity in providing an alternative
vision for learners whose individual identities are at odds with the dominant worldview.

Sociocultural learning theory also contributes to understanding identity in this movement
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in its attention to shared repetoire, negotiation of meaning, and legitifnate peripheral
participation. Transformati‘ve learning theory tends to put the learner’s individual identity
at the start of the learning process. Socioéultural learning theory tends to look at learning
beginning with collective identity in a community of practice. Considering what was
discovered about adult learning in the voluntary simplicity movement in light of both of
these theories not only gives a fuller, deeper understanding, it aléo shows that individual

and collective identity are mutually constituted through processes reflected in both

theories.

Both sociocultural and transformative learning theories also contribute fo
understanding agency in adult learning in the voluntary simplicity movement.
Sociocultural learning views agency as participation in the practices of a community of
practice. In this view, practices are embedded in the community and in the collective
identity and meaning-making of the community: identity and agency are co-constituted in
communities of practice. Practices prolvide the learner with experience upon which to
reflect and give the learner authentic ways to contribute to the joint enterprises of the
community. Experience is also an essential element of agency as understood by
transformative learning theory. Learning through praxis involves both action and
reflection; experiean; provides something to reflect on and reflection results in actions
which provide more experienpe. In the voluntary simplicity movement, learning is
centred on the practices of the movement. Learners engage in aufhentic practices as a
way of participating in the movement and of aligning their beliefs with their actions.

Participation raises awareness of an alternative way of life and of various issues
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underlying lifestyle choices. It furthers movement goals while contributing to the
devélopment of individual agency and change.

Finally, both sociocultural and transformative learning theories contribute to
unders'tanding how solidarity functions as a key component in learning and
transformation in the voluntary simplicity movement. Both show how belonging and
support contribute to énabling and reinforcing learning. They also illuminate the shift
from personal to social change. Transformative learning theory illuminates this shift in its
attention to how solidarity develops a sense of interconnectedness that enables social
change actions in individuals and groups. Sociocultural learning theory illuminates this
shift in its expianation of how practices are distributed, multiplied, and aligned through
overlaps in communities of practices and their members. Both of these theories also point

to the dangers of uncritical solidarity and to the need for diversity, differing viewpoints,

and evolving meanings and practices.

If this project had focused only on answering the first question regarding what
adult learning looks like in voluntary simplicity movement, some partial and beginning
understandings relevant to this movement would have been visible. Attention to the
second question by adding two theories of adult learning to the discussion creates
stronger explanations of what is happening in this movement in terms of learning. Using
two theories that are seen as having ﬁmdamentally different understandings of how adult
learning happens illuminates more of the case and also shéws that thé underlying
concerns of both theories, although distinct, are not mutually exclusive.

Drawing two separate theories into this dialogue also gives the possibility of

responding to critiques of each theory. In the literature review, critiques of transformative
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learning theory were presented. In summary, these critiques claim that transformative
learning theory privileges personal transformation and does not atteﬁd to the processes of
social transformation or to how context is involved in traﬁsformation of attitudes and f
actions. There are also critiques of sociocultural learning theory, namely that it does not
give enough attention to issues of power, conflict, resistance, and motivation. Through
the process of exploring identity, agency, and solidarity in the voluntary simplicity
movement, these two theories functioned to support one another by each attending to
areas that are seen as limitations in the other. For instance, transformative learning

' theory’s attention to readiness balances socibcultufal learning theory’s inattention to
motivation. In addition, sociocultural learning theory’s embeddedness in the context of
learning addresses transformative learning theory’s lesser attention to this facet of
learning. Finally, the dialecﬁc of individual and group in learﬁing and of personal and
social change is made bvisiblle by what each of these theories brings to the discussion.

The work of studying and beginning to aﬁswer these first two questiohs results
mainiy in a better understanding of adult learning in one specific new social movement
and I have begun to develop a conception of adult learning in this movement. The final
task of this thesis is to see what conclusions can be drawn about implications for theory
and practice of adult learning in the voluntary simplicity movement and how those
implications may be extrapolated to adult learning in new social movements mare

generally.
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Chapter 6: Implications

This final chapter aims to address the third and last question of my research
project: What can understanding learning in voluntary simplicity movement teach us
about adult learning in new social movements and about practicing adult éducation within
new social movements? In my introduction to this thesis, I indicated that my interest in
this topic is both theoretical and pracfical; it is related to global issues, to concerns within
the field of adult education, and to my professional practice and personal lifestyle. In this
final chapter, I will explore the implications of this research for theory and for practice
while attending to underlying societal, professional, and personal interests. In doing this,
I will attempt to further develop a conception of adult learning in new social movements. ,
I will also name some of the limitations of the study as well as some possibilities for -
further research. As I see these as being interwined with the implications for theory and
for practice, I will raise limitations and possibilities within both of those discussions. The

chapter, and the thesis as a whole, concludes with a personal reflection on the project.

Implications for Theory

A primary finding of this research is the identification of identity, égency, and
solidarity as central components lof adult learning in new social movements. These
components, either singly or together, provide a potentialv focus for ongoing research.
This thesis adds to knowledge of badult learning in new social movements by contributing
to existing ideas and by drawing together aspeéts of the research to deepen current

- understanding. Current research looking explicitly at adult learning in new social
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movements 1S limited and it was summarized in the literature review. My research
reflects some of the themes in this research.

| One area of existing research to which this thesis contributes is to the discussion
of transfprmation in new social movements. In a paper exploring new social movements
as sites for adult education, Finger (1995) proposes that new social movementsb primarily
focus on personal transformation and that social transformétion in these movements is
cumulative and cannot be engaged directly. His position is questioned by Welton (1993)
who claims that persoﬁal fulfillment is gained through collective action in new social
movements. Both of these positions are reflected in the literature of the voluntary
simplicity movement and in the dialogue of that literature with theory in this thesis.
Through engaging t.ransformative and sociocultural learniﬁg theories with data from the
voluntary simplicity movement, personal and social transformation came to be seen as a
dialectic rather than a stepwise process or a choice between one and the other. Attending
to both individual and collective agency, in particular, strengthens the possiBility of
transformation of the individual and, through collective action, of groups and of the
movement as a whole. The findings in this thesis support Finger’s view in that the
voluntary simplicity movement tends to articulate a similar view of transformation.
However, the discussion of agency in thé voluntary simplicity movement shows how
individual and collective action function together in transformation. Part'icipation in the
practices of the movement and reflection on those practices as they relate to identity and
meaning-making combine to enable transformation. What this thesis contributes to the
discussion, then, is information about the dialectic nature of individual and cvollective n :

the learning component of agency in the voluntary simplicity movement. Further research
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" into the functioning of agency in other social movements could build on, clarify, or
contest this understanding, especially since this thesis is limited by the boundaries set on
the literature included in the discussion. Additional research that brings in other literature
could extend or rework what was discovered in this small project.

Another piece of existing research that can be further illuminated by the findings
of this thesis is Holford’s (1.995) study of how knowledge develops in and through new
social movements. He argues that movement knowledge develops through internal and
external communication. This reflects Johnston and Klandermans (1995) work on
communication in new social movements. »Consciousne‘ss-raising, persuasive
communication, and public discourse are named in their paper as three kinds of meaning-

making that operate internally and externally during collective action. In my task of

literature and practices of the movement function in meaning-making end knowledge
production in ways that conform to Johnston and Klanderman’s findings. Holford fufther
claims that the knowledge produced in new social movements becomes part of the
knowledge of the society that they inlpact. Certainly the voluntary simplicity movement
S ‘

aims to impact knowledge in society through providing an alternative view of
consumerism; an alternative collective identity. Further research on the interaction of
movement identity, in its individual and collective forms, with. dominant cultural
identities could elaborate this partial understanding.

This thesis also contributes to the further development of Kilgore’s conception of

collective learning. Overall, her conception, with its focus on the dialectic of individual-

and group in adult learning and of personal and social transformation, is upheld by the

\
|
|
establishing voluntary simplicity as a new social movement, I have shown how the
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findings of this thesis. Where I contribute to clarifying her conception is in the
application of her components of collective learning to the literature of the voluntary
simplicity movement. I found that the corﬁponents, as she initially articulated them, were
in some ways too discrete and overlapped in some areas according to her definitions. As I
synthesized the data to find themes about adult learning in the movement, what emerged
was three components that were distinct from each other, although related, and that each
_contained elements of individual and group learning. Application of her‘components of
collective learning to a specific new social movement resulted in a modification of her
work as it waé found that her components were not a good fit with the data from an actual
lqarning situation. My identification of identity, agency, and solidarity as three
components of collective learning in the voluntary simplicity movement reflects
Kilgore’s original conception and intent but clarifies and consélidates her work. My use
of her components, however, does not draw on all of thé available discourse on the
conceptions of identity, agency, and solidarity. Instead, it relies én Kilgore’s discﬁssion
of these conceptions as well as related material from transformative learning and
sociocultural learning theories. The lack of attention to other discourse on these
conceptions, particularly where they may disagree with or critique that theories that I do
use, is a limitation of the thesis. _

I see three ways in which this research could be extended, Kilgore’s conception
further developed, and my re-working of her components tested. First, the conception of
collective learning, with the three components of identity, agency, and solidarity, could
be tested against the literature from a variety of other new social movements. This could

be done by testing the results of this conceptual inquiry elripir)ically, looking for whether
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the three components are present and central in adult learning in other new social
movements. Second, participants in new social movements could be interviewed about
their learning experiences in order to test the findings of this thesis in é qualitative
research projecf using the conceptions developed in this thesis. And third, each of the
components could be studied more deeply through additional conceptual work drawing
on other literature. |

A final implication of this research, in terms of its relationship to fesearch on
adult learning in new social mbvements, 1s the contribution of other theories of adult
learning to the dialogue. Transformative learning and sociocultural learning theories are
both well-established and widely accepted as contributing to the field of adult_education.
They have also both been subject to critiques and neither has emerged as a way of
understanding all adult learning. Using these two bodies of theory in this fhesis has
shown that, when brought to bear on data on adult learning in a new social movement,
they each illumingte aspects of adult learning. My work shows that both transformative
learning and sociocultural learning theories contribute to understanding how adult
learning occurs in the context of new éocial movements. Neither is sufficient in itself to
understand adult learning in this situation but both make significant contributions. A side
effect of incorporating these two theories into my research has been seeing how they each
respond to perceived limitations in the othgr. Adult learning in general can be understood
more fully through considering the knowledge inherent in both of these theories. As
research into adult learning in new social movements continues to develop, it will be
important not to limit its scope by focusing on one perspéctive of adult learning or

another. The dialectic of individual and group as seen in all three components of learning
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points to a need for attention to internal and contextual learning processes in
understanding adult learning in new social movements.

I began this thesis by briefly exploring the state of the field of adult education,
ending with a summary of the calls for adult educétion to once again take up the task of
educating for social change. The early research on adult learning in new social
movements 1S in many ways a response to this call as the researchers see new “...social

| movements as socially important sources Qvf knowledge as well as profound sites of
learning” (Holford, 1995, p. 104). I believe that this thesis gives evidence for this view as
it presents an example of a new social movement in which adult learning is significant
and directly related to social change pertaining to a Vériety of locally and globally
important issues. Participants in the movement gain knowledge of an alternative
.worldview and lifestyle as well as integrate that knoWledge with their own beliefs and
actions. They transform their individual identities in light of an altémative collectiye
identity, develop agency by engaging in personal and collective action, and find solidarity
within the movement and with the rest of humanity and nature. These three learning
components combine to develop adults who are committed to a way of life that has
potential to create social change toward ecological, economic, and social sustainability.
Understanding learning in this movement and beginning to explore its potential for
educating for social change supports the contention that new social movements can be
sites for adult learning that engage a central purpose of the field of adult education. The

" value of the conceptual analysis done in this thesis is that it has added some clarity to the
variety of conceptions studied and suggested further avenues to developing and testihg

the conceptions.
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Implications for Practice

Use of part of the Precede-Proc‘eed model as a framework for synthesizing and
analyzing the data from the literature of the voluntary simplicity movement has
implications beyond simply framing the discussion of the data. Understanding what -
factofs predispose, cnable, and reinforce involvement in the voluntary simplicity
movement points to ways to educate within this movement. It is my hope that
understanding these factors in one movement will also provide guidance for adult
educators working with other new social movements. Since the voluntary simplicity
movement fits the profile of new social movements, I think that the poséibility of
extrapolating educational practice to new social movements in general can be tentatively
claimed.

Identiﬁcation of the predisposing, enélbling, and reinforcing factors in adult
learning in new social movement provides a way to frame educational practice.
Predisposing factors are those that bring learners to the movement and provide the
impetus for initial engagement. For many, predisposing factors are related to personal
lifestyle issues and for some, they are related to broader community and global concerns.
Educational programs and practices aimed at drawing adults into new social movements
as sites for learning will, therefore, need to attend to the kinds of factors that predispose
involvement. Educational materials aimed at consciousness-raising and persuasion will
need to address individual needs and concerns at least as much as global issues. An over-
emphasis initially oﬁ negative facts regarding global issues may have the effect of

_ creating barriers to involvement as potential participants may already feel personally
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overwhelmed and lacking in energy and hope for dealing with larger issues. Connection
of the movement goals to the interests and needs of adult learners may poténtially build
cumulative predisposing factors to the point of engagement with the movement.

Another area of concern regarding predisposing factors is the use of rﬁedia for
persuasive communication and public discourse. Stories about voluntary simplicity have
tended to emphasize radical changes in lifestyle, making the movement seem unrealistic
for many potential participants. Along with speaking to the immediate lives of ‘
individuals, communication about the movement should also share more accessible and
achievable stories and examples. A balance needs to be struck between sharing stories
that are inspiring and achievable but that represent a clear alternative to the mainstream.

Enabling factors, with their focus on resources, skills, and knowledge for
transformation of beliefs and actions, tend to be fhe natural focus of educational
mitiatives. This js true both in health education, from which the Precede-Proceed model .
originates, and in the voluntary simplicity movement. The programs associated with the
voluntary simplicity movemént are the main way‘s of enabling active involvement in the
movement identity and practices. There are two things that I think my reseafch shows
should be of central concern iﬁ developing programs and resources within the voluntary
simplicity movement and, perhaps, other new social movements.

One aspect of adult learning in new social movements that should inﬂueﬁce
program and resource development is the differentiated nature of the movement. My
chapter exploring voluntary simplicity shows that there are different levels of
involvement and different purposes for involvement that can be clearly identified and

named. Enabling materials designed to address each of the levels and purposes will
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provide more ways for learners to engage the movement in line with their own interests
and abilities. It will be important for educators in other social movements to identify
enabling factors, including levels of and reasons for engagement, in order to design
programs and resources that resonate with learners.

The second aspect of adult learning in new social movements that‘should be .

- considered when developing educational programs and resources is the importance of

being able to set one’s own pace and develop one’s own set of practices. This gradual and.

self-directed focus in the voluntary simplicity movement is a strong enabling factor for
involvement. Participants are able to set achievable goals for themselves ana to decide on
the practices that will make the most difference in their own lives. This makes
participation easier and more likely to be 'successfﬁl and ongoing. Creating programs and
resources that enable personal critical reflection on movement goals and practices can
support this central enabling factor and reduce barriers. Again, identifying enabling
factors in other hew social movements will provide“a focus for educators in making their
movement programs and resources accessible and achievable.

The flip side of this enabling factor is its potential for lirhiting more signiﬁcant
change. It is my opiﬁion that over-emphasis on any involvement, action, or change being
acceptable may give the impression that all levels and amounts of change are équally
valuable in terms of movement goals. This valuing of small steps is centrally important as
an enabling factor, but if the movement wants to engage significant social change, a way
needs to be found to encoufage deeper engagemgnt. This will require of the educator
intimate knowledge of the movement, its goals, and the struggles of individual leame.rs,

as well as the ability to create educational materials and opportunities that value
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individual successes while showing potential for more signiﬁcaqt changés in practices.
Enabling learners to link personal issues with wider social, ecological, and economic
issues is one way to consider this educational task. Another way is to work with learners
in making links between their beligfs about the world énd their personal actions. For
instance, many participants in the voluntary simplicity movement are concerned about
environmental issues and po&erty. They may have beliefs about what is right and wrong
in relation to these issues and how they think the world should be, but their actions may
be only partly aligned with their beliefs. Making these elements visible to learners along
with links to voluntary simplicity philosophies and practices is an important role for fhe
adult educator.

Reinforcing factors in adult learning in the voluntary simplicity movement are
primarily concerned with ways of finding and feeling support for changes that
‘ participénts implement in their lives. The role of community is central in reinforcing
learning and practice and it i; well addressed in many of the movement programs and
resources. An area that I believe educators should attend to more intentionally in
reinforcing movement involvement and personal beliefs and actions concerns the
emphasis on spirituaiity and nature in much of the voluntary simplicity literature.
Spiritual praétices and spending time in nature are considered to be vitally important to
voluntary simplicity and are often named as factors reinforcing learning. Th.ey are seen as
both reinforging learning and as developing a sense of connectedness with the world.
However, there is very little in the way of guidance on how to engage spirituality énd
' nature in participants’ personal lives and communities. I believe that programs and

resources need to intentionally develop ways to teach learners about spirituality and about
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the natural world. Currently, the treatment of both of these topics is quite superficial,
holding them up as ideals but not addressing understanding or practice of either in any
significant way. Both of these topics and areas of practice are éomplex, deeply personal, .
and potentially transformative so they should be given thoughtful and explicit attention
by educators. |

Predisposing, enabling, and reinforcing factors, thus, provide a way for organizing -
education in the voluntary simplicity movement and, potentially, in new social
movements. A limitation of this study is that only a small part of the Precede-Proceed
model was incorporated, with the wider context of the model into which the factors fit
left unconsidered. While identification of the factors is a tool for focusing research and
educational practice that I recommend for educators, an additional avenue of research
would be to extend the inquiry into how other aspects of the model could also be of use in
planning and implementing educational practice in new social movements. One way of
engaging this research would be to study how educators plan and implement their
educational practice before and after exposure to the Precede-Proceed model and to test
the model’s efficacy and applicability in this context.

It is my belief that the centrality of identity, agency, and solidarity also provide a
focus for the content and activities of educational practice. Foremost, in my mind, is the
evidence that individual and group are mutually constitutive in each of these compohents
of adult learning. Awareness of this will influence how educators plan énd implement
programs and develop resources. This is already evident in the literature of the voluntary
simplicity movement where a standard educational practice of learning in small groups

has evolved. Of equal importance is the understanding that identity, agency, and

146




solidarity are also mutually constit‘utive. Beliefs, actions, and connectedness form

" together through reflection and action in this site of adult learning. Links between identity
formation, and personal and collective action, and solidarity with all of humanity and
nature provides a circle or cycle in which learning happens and all elements need to be
attended t|o by educatots. As I mentioned regarding enabling factors, I believe that a role
for educators is to make explicit the connections between worldview, beliefs, aﬁd actions.
This role reflects the underlying components of identity, agency, and solidarity in adult
learning in the voluntary simplicity movement. An additional role for educators
throughout all aspects of learning is to empower critical reflection, healthy conflict,
dissenting voices, anc! alignment of philosophies and practices as they evolve in the
movement. As indicated in the implications for theory, a limitation of this study is in its
lack of attention to other discourse regarding identity, agency, and solidarity. In addition
to further conceptual work on each of these components, additional research studying

how educators articulate the components and use them in their practice would be an

interesting and informative study.

Conclusion
Tp sum up this final chapter, 1 want to return to the féur primary ﬁnctions that
Bentz and Shapiro (1998) claim for scholarly practitioners:
1. personal transformation;
2. the improvement of professional practice;

3. the generation of knowledge; and
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4. appreciation of the complexity, intricacy, structure and — some would say —
beauty of reality. (p. 68)

This research proje.ct was, for me, personally transformative in .that it stretched and
challenged my knowledge, skills, and commitments beyond what 1 expected at the start
of the project. My narrowly focused theoretical base expanded to include areas
previously unexplored and my knowledge of the field of adult education was significantly -
expanded as well as influenced by other areas of study. My skills as a writer, until now
sufficient for any project 1 encountered, were unexpectedly tested and I hope have
improved as a result. My commitments as an adult educator have been confirmed and
clarified, and I feel like I see ways forward in building my own educational practice.

From pursuing a study of one particular new social movement that I am '
personally involved .wi\th and that speaks to niany of my goals as an adult educator, [ hqve
developed ideas for practice within this movement. These ideas for my own practice ére,
I believe, relevant for other adult educators working within new social movements and/or
concerned with educating for social change. Identification of identity, agency, and
solidarity as central components of adult learning .in the voluntary simplicity movement
provides a wa'y to focus rﬁy professional engagement with the movement as does
knowledge of predisposing, enabling, and reinforcing factors. Consideration of how these
components and factors function in other new social movements gives other educators a
way to focus, reflect on, and theorize about their own practice and contexts. In some
ways, this projectv has confirmed my practices as an educator within the voluntary
simplicity movement. I will continue to ﬁse many of the same processes and approaches

that are central to this movement, such as small group studies, a focus on personal goal-
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setting, and attention to both philo‘sdphies and practices in teaching and learning. The
project has also opened up ways in which my practice can change and deepen through
understanding the factors and components of learning in this movement. The main
change .that I want to make in my practice is in teéching for an integration of beliefs,
intentions, and actions related to voluﬁtary simplicity. In m); experience, adult learners
often have beliefs about how the world should be, or ideas about how the‘y would like to
live in the world, or are making some small changes in their actions, but their beliefs,
intentions, and actions are often poorly articulated and not well integrated. I would like to
begin developing educational programs that enable leamers to articulate tileir beliefs,

decide how they would like to live in the world, and plan changes that are integrated with

~ their beliefs and intentions. Developing a personal working philosophy and practice of

voluntary simplicity is a personal goal that I hope will become an educgtional program
that I can teach. This brings me back to my stated position of scholarly practitioner,
bridging theory and practice in my own work.

The knowledge generated in this thesis is partial and tentative but does add to the
knowledge base of adult education in a few ways. As I have shown in the pages above,
this research contributes to an understanding of adult learning in new social movements,
adds to the development of a conception of collective learning, and attends to a primary

purpose of adult education. I think that the main contribution that this thesis makes to the

generation of knowledge is in posing identity, agency, and solidarity as a focus for

research into adult learning in new social movements. For the voluntary simplicity
movement, this project contributes to a deeper and more integrated understanding of the

potentials and limitations of the movement. In my own engagement with the movement
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as an educator, I am clear that I want the movement to be more intentional about making
links between personal actions and social justice. This thesis has made visible the ways in
which the movement literature makes these links and.the ways in which it holds back
from fully engaging a more radically active stance. As all study that is supportive of the
moverﬁent, this thesis has‘the potential to add io the movement’s self-understanding and
critical reflection, particularly for movement léaders.

When I first read Bentz and Shapiro’s four primary functions of a scholarly
practitioner, I responded to the final function in a somewhat dismissive way. It just did
not seem as important, as serioué, as fhe other three. I think I understand it better now.
Looking at one Véry small part of contemporary réality has been like lookipg through a
kaleidoscope. I would think I was beginning to see a pattern when a new piece would fall
into place and shift the whole in unexpected ways. Adult learning in the voluntary
simplicity movement is indeed complex, intricate, and beautiful (at least for an adult

educator!)
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