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“When you recognize that this life is yours,
and that it is your one and only,

and when that ceases to be esoteric bullshit,

when that’s not hippie poetry anymore,
when the pragmatism of that statement seeps directly in your bones,
and you recognize that this is it,
everything changes.”
- AJ Leon

(Minimalism: A Documentary about the Important Things)
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Abstract

The broader field of my research revolves around voluntary simplicity, a social
movement which has been discussed by scholars since the 1980s primarily with a focus on
various dynamics present in American society (Bekin et al. 414). By means of a visual
analysis, | am going to examine the documentary Minimalism: A Documentary about the
Important Things (2016) in order to assess how voluntary simplicity is constructed in this
nonfictional motion picture. By doing so, this research project focuses on the ways in which
the core values and ideas of the concept manifest itself in the documentary, thereby exploring
a neglected field of research on voluntary simplicity. Accordingly, my research question is:
how is voluntary simplicity constructed in Minimalism: A Documentary about the Important
Things? In this thesis | demonstrate that the documentary attempts to persuade its audience
implicitly to follow the simplistic, anti-consumerist lifestyle embraced by the interviewed
voluntary simplifiers with the help of cinematic techniques as well as simplifiers’
contributions.

Keywords: Voluntary Simplicity, Voluntary Simplicity Movement, Simple Living,
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Foreword

Careerism. Money. Success. How do we define a life which achieved to realize “the”
American dream, the pursuit of happiness? “Everyone is looking for more meaning in their
lives” (Minimalism), Joshua — a so-called minimalist - states as he gazes into the camera.
Something about this statement provoked my interest; it made me pause for a moment. I, too,
was one of those people. I, too, was looking for meaning in life, uncertain which path to
follow. Should I take the well-trodden path of a demanding career and the promise of
financial “success”? Or might there be a different path out there, largely unexplored, only
awaiting its discovery? When least expected, | happened to find this hidden path. Serendipity.
It turned my worldview upside down, allowing me to perceive the world through an entirely
new lens. In fact, it was the camera lens of film director Matt D’ Avella whose narrative led
me into a fascinating niche of American society. | was spellbound from the very first second I
watched D’Avella’s highly acclaimed documentary Minimalism, sitting on the edge of my
seat as | hinged on every word the interviewees uttered about leading a simple life. It certainly
is not an easy life, but undoubtedly an alternative one which does not seem to play by western
society’s rules. Later I discovered that the documentary’s minimalists are part of a movement
called voluntary simplicity - a movement whose message increasingly catches fire in a society
which is dominated by money-hungry corporations who rely on overworked business men
and women in order to produce more consumer goods than anybody would ever be able to
use. Minimalism features diverse simplifiers who seem to have found a way to escape the
“capitalist rat race” by shaping their lives according to their own vision of a fulfilling
existence: a lifestyle which emphasizes personal growth, community building, and above all
time. Time to create meaning and memories with their loved ones. Right among us in western
society, these simplifiers live according to those values, silently swimming against the
current. If it was not for Minimalism, their voices might have remained unheard, slowly but
surely passing into oblivion. By offering their message to the mainstream, this documentary is
giving the movement a platform that allows them to share their inspiring vision. Despite my
enthusiasm for the movement, however, | could not sit still. The more information I received
from the documentary, the more critical questions | raised. What makes this seemingly
objective depiction of minimalism so convincing? In what way does the film maker’s and
producers’ decisions influence the portrayal of the movement? All of these ideas and
ponderings eventually culminated into one overarching question: how is voluntary simplicity
constructed in Minimalism? This thesis will attempt to provide an answer to this question,

thereby exploring the complex dynamics at work in the movement.
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Literature Review

Voluntary Simplicity (VS) is not simply a contemporary trend which has just recently
emerged, but rather needs to be understood as a movement with a certain tradition that is
predominantly rooted and researched in American society (Bekin et al. 414). The American
scholar Duane Elgin seems to be a recurring name in academic literature on voluntary
simplicity (McGouran and V 192, Rich et al. 90, Vannini and Taggart 303, Wu et al. 295) and
he is oftentimes viewed as the theoretical founding father of the movement since he first used
the term in his work Voluntary Simplicity: Toward a Way of Life That is Outwardly Simple,
Inwardly Rich in 1993 (Grigsby 10). Yet, examples of practiced voluntary simplicity in the
U.S. exist long before he published his work and can be traced back to the 1960s counter-
culture with its emphasis on a more meaningful life and anti-consumerism (Bekin et al. 414-
415). Since then, various academics such as Etzioni, Cherrier and Murray, and Shaw and
Newholm attempted to develop a suitable definition for the core values of voluntary
simplicity and those who adhere to its principles — a challenge which is still taken up by
scholars today (McGouran and Prothero 192, Alexander 289 and Zamwel et al. 200).
Especially in contemporary society, the academic interest in VS did not recede but instead has
generated diverse and highly stimulating fields of research on the movement. One of those
intensively investigated branches include research on VS in connection to consumer
psychology, including contributions such as Simply Satisfied: The Role of Psychological Need
Satisfaction in the Life Satisfaction of Voluntary Simplifiers which explores the correlation
between a simplistic lifestyle and increased life satisfaction (Rich et al. 90). Research in this
area is plentiful and focuses both on personal motivations behind embracing such a lifestyle
(such as Wu et al.’s Voluntary Simplicity: The Great American Apparel Diet) as well as the
consequences of simple living (such as in McGouran and Prothero’s work Enacted Voluntary
Simplicity — Exploring the Consequences of Requesting Consumers to Intentionally Consume
Less). Another area of research on VS which has created particularly lively debates among
scholars revolves around the political aspect of the movement, ranging from voices such as
Zamwel et al. that speak in favor of the movement’s political influence (199 and 200) whereas
others criticize it for a lack of organized action and politicization of the movement’s goals in
the cultural mainstream (Alexander 287 and 292). What seems to be neglected within this
discussion, however, is an examination of recent cultural products (such as documentaries)
that might not only confirm the increasing significance of voluntary simplicity in the cultural
mainstream but also might contribute to a greater understanding of how core values of the

movement are constructed in these cultural products. By means of assessing the documentary
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Minimalism, this research project thus attempts to draw attention to this research gap and
intends to gain a greater insight into this particular aspect of the VS movement.
Theory

Before delving into the analysis of Minimalism, a greater theoretical clarification of
the definition and core ideas of voluntary simplicity is indispensable. Broadly defined, the
voluntary simplicity movement (from now on VS movement) can be understood as “a diverse
social movement made up of people who are resisting high consumption lifestyles and who
are seeking, in various ways, a lower consumption but higher quality of life alternative”
(Alexander 287). Anti-consumerism is indeed a central part of the movement, but the ultimate
goal of voluntary simplicity might be more adequately described as a strive towards living in
a way that is “outwardly simple and inwardly rich” (Elgin and Mitchell 13). The definition’s
deliberate vagueness should not be regarded as an inherent weakness but instead suitably
reflects the diversity of lifestyles which might be categorized under the practice of voluntary
simplicity. Nevertheless, there are certain core values which are shared among voluntary
simplifiers (i.e. those who practice voluntary simplicity) and thus create a pattern which
establishes the very foundation of the movement. Some of the most essential values are
summarized by Boujbel and D’ Astous as “material simplicity, self-determination and self-
sufficiency, ecological awareness, social responsibility, and spirituality and personal growth”
(487). It is worth stressing, however, that not everyone who identifies with the movement
embraces these multidimensional values and ideas with the same emphasis. While some
individuals prioritize the anti-consumerist aspect of the movement (Grigsby 4), other
simplifiers might rather focus on the aspect of closeness to nature or personal growth
(Grigsby 2). This is exactly what makes this movement so complex and diverse, with various
practitioners across the globe. In the western context, however, and the American one in
particular, voluntary simplicity can be understood as a way to tackle three tendencies evident
within western society: overwork, overconsumption, and environmental degradation (Grigsby
41).

Minimalism is narrated from this western, American point of view. In the
documentary, these three central concerns of voluntary simplicity dominate the discussion of
how to lead a simple life. Voluntary simplifiers such as Joshua, Ryan, and Jay Austin
repeatedly emphasize the detrimental effects of long working hours, excessive materialism as
well as the resulting degradation of the natural environment. Due to the limited scope of this
paper, the first two aspects of VS will be discussed in detail, whereas | consider the last

environmentalist element a promising starting point for future research. Although the
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documentary refrains from explicitly mentioning the term voluntary simplicity, | base my
research on the idea that the terms minimalism and minimalists need to be understood as
synonymous with the expressions voluntary simplicity and voluntary simplifiers/ simple
livers. The concept of minimalism as it is portrayed by the documentary not only fully
corresponds with the definition, core values, and central concerns of the VS movement, but
the minimalists interviewed in the film also perfectly match Etzioni’s widely recognized
definition of who can be identified as a simple liver. Broadly perceived, it depends on the
scholar how exactly the line between simplifiers and non-practitioners is drawn since
approaches to categorize and relate these two groups differ. Nevertheless, the pioneering
scholar Etzioni seems to be a recurring name who contributed quite early to the field by
creating a detailed profile of simple livers (Chowdhury n.p., Bekin et al. 416). He describes
voluntary simplifiers as part of a spectrum with three levels of intensity. The first level
comprises financially well-equipped “downshifters” who moderately downsize their
consumption while maintaining their affluent lifestyle (Etzioni 622). The second level of
intensity constitutes “strong simplifiers” who choose to abandon their stressful but high-
paying jobs for a simplified life with more time (Etzioni 623 and 624). Finally, the most
dedicated, “holistic simplifiers” are the ones who completely change their lifestyles in line
with the values of voluntary simplicity (Etzioni 625). This definition of simplifiers is
particularly useful for this research paper since it can help to determine the level of
commitment of the voluntary simplifiers portrayed in the documentary.

Although Minimalism zooms in on different voluntary simplifiers which practice VS
with varying levels of intensity, the main social actors of the documentary are Ryan
Nicodemus and Joshua Fields Millburn. By providing a detailed insight into their lives and
deeply personal transformations, the audience gets to know them intimately. In line with
Etzioni’s profile of the “holistic simplifier”, Ryan and Joshua tell their story of how they
changed from being highly successful but strikingly unhappy and overworked business men
to dedicated minimalists who enjoy a simpler and less work-intensive lifestyle. Throughout
the documentary, they describe this move towards simplicity as a process that evolves over
time, which confirms Etzioni’s depiction of VS as a matter of degree. During one of their
presentations, Ryan introduces the concept with a statement that truly captures the very
essence of voluntary simplicity: “[iJmagine a life with less. Less stuff, less clutter, less stress
and debt and discontent. A life with fewer distractions. Now imagine a life with more. More
time, more meaningful relationships, more growth, and contribution and contentment

(Minimalism). The two minimalists can thus undoubtedly be best described as “holistic
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simplifiers”, since they not only embrace a philosophy which is “explicitly anti-consumerist”
(Etzioni 626) but also made it their personal mission to spread the simple lifestyle as
committed social activists. These findings ultimately confirm that Minimalism can indeed be
analyzed with regard to the construction of voluntary simplicity as a concept which is
wholeheartedly embraced by its social actors.

Context, Methodology and Hypothesis

As suitably expressed by Nichols, “[d]Jocumentaries lend us the ability to see timely
issues in need of attention” (2). In a world in which long working hours are increasingly
dictating our lives and consumption seems to be the dominant way of giving meaning to it, the
VS movement is undoubtedly one of those timely issues that deserve to be heard. Especially
documentaries of social representation frequently attempt to reflect upon and contextualize
such relevant dynamics in contemporary society (Nichols 1-2). This is why assessing
Minimalism as a case study dealing with voluntary simplicity might inspire new debates on
the ways in which voluntary simplifiers (in collaboration with film directors) attempt to draw
attention to their own conception of what VS entails and how it can be practiced. Given the
fast-paced world western society lives in today, the promotion of values embraced by
voluntary simplifiers through the medium of film has the potential to transform the lives of
those who are willing to critically reflect upon the actual value of careerism, financial
“success” and the promise of social mobility. With regard to the case study under scrutiny, the
documentary’s success depends on whether it manages to construct an appealing vision of
voluntary simplicity which needs to be both convincingly alternative and yet strongly
relatable at the same time. This ties in with the idea that the documentary genre as such isin a
sense always a subjective comment on “reality”, even when it claims to be objective. It is
exactly this tension between disguised subjectivity (from the film director’s perspective) and
perceived objectivity (on the part of the viewer) that makes the documentary genre such an
immensely powerful and particularly fascinating medium.

For this reason, this research project will focus on analyzing which kind of vision of
voluntary simplicity is created in Minimalism: A Documentary about the Important Things. A
subquestion that will reverberate throughout the chapters will furthermore examine in what
way this vision is made appealing to the audience by means of certain cinematic and content-
related choices made by film director Matt D’ Avella and the producers. Since this research
project is based on a visual analysis, | selected methodological and conceptual elements from
film and documentary theory which allow for an in-depth examination of various VS-related

aspects present in Minimalism. Especially in the first two chapters, these film-based
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theoretical elements are primarily extracted from the work Film Art by David Bordwell and
Kristin Thompson as well as Introduction to Documentary by the highly acclaimed American
film theoretician Bill Nichols. Aspects from Film Art which are utilized for this visual
analysis include (but are certainly not limited to) cinematographic aspects such as camera
movement and editing techniques as well as certain aspects of mise-en-scéne. Bill Nichols’s
critical insights into documentary theory - and the different documentary modes in particular -
equally form the theoretical backbone of chapter one and two. The third chapter will belong to
the realm of film analysis as well, yet with a slightly different analytical angle than the
previous chapters. It will focus on among others the historical foundation of VS as it is
portrayed in Minimalism, hence basing its findings on classic historical American works such
as The Machine in the Garden by Leo Marx and Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol
and Myth by Henry Nash Smith. I would like to emphasize at this point that my employment
of these sources is always a deliberate engagement with and interpretation of the ideas
discussed in their works, rather than simply depicting a disinterested rendition of their
findings.

Concerning the guestion of my research hypothesis, | anticipate that Minimalism will
certainly attempt to persuade its audience quite directly to follow the simplistic lifestyle which
is embraced by the major social actors in the film. Not only will it showcase how several
interviewees integrate the anti-consumerist attitude into their lives and what kind of impact
this has on their overall happiness, but it will also be narrated from an inherently Western,
American point of view. Regardless of whether or not my working hypothesis will be fully
confirmed, the analysis of my case study will certainly contribute to a greater understanding
of the ways in which film directors construct a certain vision of voluntary simplicity and how

this vision is persuasively presented to the audience.
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Chapter One: the Silver-tongued and the Voiceless - an Interview-based
Approach towards (Non-)voluntary Simplifiers in Minimalism

In a sense, Minimalism is a documentary whose persuasive power predominantly rests
upon voluntary simplifiers’ personal stories. Their emotional accounts about their innermost
thoughts, fears, and accomplishments allow the viewer to witness at first hand what it means
to lead a simple life in American society and thus receive tangible inside knowledge into
various dynamics of the VS Movement. Because of the paramount importance of these
personal narratives, this first chapter will concentrate on the interviews with Ryan Nicodemus
and Joshua Fields Millburn, i.e. the major simple livers of the documentary. This discussion
will be connected to Bill Nichols’s participatory mode, which will be addressed in detail at
the very beginning of this chapter. On the basis of this theoretical discussion, the chapter will
then be followed by an analysis of the relevance of Joshua and Ryan’s childhood experiences
and their way of crafting new moral identities in the VS movement. Their past as well as
contemporary struggles and achievements are not only telling concerning the emotional
register their presence creates, but might also provide new insights into simple livers’
relationship with the VS Movement at large. Despite the centrality of simplifiers’ interviews
for the argumentative power of Minimalism, it is just as important to discuss those individuals
whose identities remain largely unexamined by the documentary. The film makers’ selection
process of who will be interviewed and who is left out of the narrative is - at least to some
extent - always a strategic one. For this reason, the last section of this chapter will scrutinize
how non-voluntary simplifiers are portrayed in Minimalism. By shedding light on both
groups, that is silver-tongued simple livers who deliver a compelling story as well as their
voiceless counterparts, this chapter attempts to paint a holistic picture of the major social
actors present in the documentary.

1. The Participatory Mode: Theoretical Applicability, Voice, and Three-fold
Interaction

The first aspect under scrutiny in this paper is the way in which Minimalism uses Bill
Nichols’s conceptualized participatory documentary mode in connection to the VS movement.
Overall, the film theorist identifies six different modes: the expository, poetic, observational,
participatory, reflexive, and performative modes (149-152). According to Nichols, these
modes are unique to this particular film genre and thus vital to a thorough analysis since they
determine in what way a documentary’s voice is constructed cinematically (143). Through the
unique voice of a film, we enter the world from the documentary’s specific perspective, which

is a territory of subjective representation and persuasion (Nichols 68). It is important to note
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that a single documentary might utilize characteristics of various modes. Rather than
dismissing this as an evidence for an incoherent theory, Nichols advocates to embrace this
fluidity since “[f]luid, fuzzy boundaries are testimony to growth and vitality” (143). In line
with this celebration of complexity, Minimalism can be said to primarily exhibit critical
elements of the four following modes: the participatory mode, the expository mode, the
performative mode, and the poetic mode. Because of its particular significance for the
documentaries’ overall structure, the participatory mode will be subject to a separate
discussion in this chapter which will be followed by a second chapter on the documentary’s
usage of the three remaining modes.

The overarching structure of Minimalism is largely determined by interviews, which
makes the participatory mode one of the most dominant modes in the documentary. Since this
particular form of dialogue is one of the most central characteristics of the participatory mode
(Nichols 187), this chapter will primarily examine in what way specific interviews are
connected to the concept of voluntary simplicity. Broadly speaking, the social actors selected
for personal interviews in Minimalism can be categorized into two different groups: those who
provide the viewer with “expert” knowledge and those individuals whose lives are examined
through an emotional lens as they are part of the VS movement. Since scholars’ scientific
expertise functions to support the documentary’s informing logic rather than providing an
insight into their personal lives, this first group of interviewees will be subject to a separate
discussion in chapter two under the expository mode. Accordingly, the latter group comprised
of simple livers will be at the very heart of this chapter. This group includes many dedicated
minimalists such as full-time traveler Colin Wright, tiny-house designer Jay Austin, or project
333 founder Courtney Carver. By lending an ear to the accounts of different practitioners of
voluntary simplicity, the audience receives a dynamic picture of the diverse lifestyles and
personalities which constitute the VS movement. As mentioned earlier, however, (due to the
limited scope of this thesis) this chapter will largely revolve around the interviews with the
two major minimalists Ryan Nicodemus and Joshua Fields Millburn whose identities are
examined by the documentary with a great eye for detail. This deliberate choice of primarily
concentrating on those two specific simple livers is directly in line with Nichols’s assertion
that the personality of social actors is central in the participatory mode (157). In order to move
broad social issues into focus, the participatory mode ultimately merges these different
accounts and distinct voices into the documentary’s larger story (Nichols 187 and 190). Matt

D’Avella thus employs the statements of various voluntary simplifiers such as Joshua and



Muller /13

Ryan and weaves together their distinct viewpoints into something which becomes larger than
the sum of its parts.

Before delving into a detailed analysis of Matt D’ Avella’s interviews with the two
minimalists, however, the documentary’s voice and documentary-specific type of interaction
present in the participatory mode need to be addressed. As outlined before, these interviews
are highly personal and therefore allow the audience to familiarize themselves with the VS
movement from a very intimate standpoint. The premise of such a personality-based approach
is consequently the dominance of a documentary voice that is characterized by the first
person. Although the participatory mode usually revolves around the interaction of the subject
with the filmmaker, Matt D’ Avella enables his interviewees to speak for themselves, which
allows them to express their thoughts and feelings freely in a “responsive and reflective
relationship” (Nichols 188) to the VS movement. Consequently, the three-fold interaction
defined by Nichols as a relationship between the filmmaker, the social actors and the audience
moves towards a position in which the depicted simple livers authentically speak about their
lives to the audience in a manner which Nichols identified as “I (or we) speak about us to
you” (59 and 65). The filmmaker and his social actors are indeed of the “same stock”
(Nichols 65) since Joshua and Ryan are not only central interviewees but also the producers of
the documentary together with Matt D’ Avella. The fact that the two minimalists hold both
positions at the same time has the potential to simultaneously undermine and strengthen the
credibility of Minimalism. On the one hand, their involvement in the production process once
again confirms that documentaries are always to some extent subjective cultural products. As
convinced adherents of the movement Joshua and Ryan certainly ensured that not only the
concept of minimalism as such, but also their own personalities are portrayed in a positive
light. On the other hand, the two dedicated simple livers are undoubtedly able to represent the
very essence of voluntary simplicity and their own individualities better than anyone else who
does not wholeheartedly participate in the movement. It is exactly their close interaction with
the filmmaker behind the camera that lends the documentary a high degree of authenticity and
credibility. This makes Minimalism a unique work of art in its very own right that veraciously
captures the movement’s contemporary cultural identity. Due to its participatory-inherent
focus on comprehensive interviews with diverse voluntary simplifiers, the historic value of
Minimalism should not be underestimated. For generations to come, Matt D’ Avella
documents the struggles and first achievements of this growing US-based movement.

On the basis of this short excursion into the theoretical relevance and applicability of

the participatory mode in Minimalism, this chapter will explore the interview-based encounter
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with simple livers Ryan and Joshua. Throughout the documentary, they are presented as the
very catalysts of the VS movement. Fans from all over the United States are displayed in
Minimalism as they praise the two minimalists for their inspiring message, among them Las
Vegas resident Clyde Dinkins who enthusiastically compliments them during a presentation
for their dedication, creativity, and original concept (Minimalism). The portrayal of Joshua
and Ryan as the creators of the movement might be problematic since the concept of
voluntary simplicity has existed long before they discovered it for themselves. Nevertheless,
their personal contribution is crucial to the movement’s success since their publications and
10 month tour greatly increased the public knowledge and interest in this particular life style.
Joshua and Ryan are indeed the perfect embodiment of voluntary simplicity in every sense of
the word: they have completely transformed their lives from being strong proponents of
American big business and consumerism to radically reducing their consumption to the very
basics that are necessary. “There is this underlying discontent, and I think that it starts to
manifest in our stuff”, Joshua explains and later continues “but when I started letting go |
started feeling freer and happier and lighter” (Minimalism). In sum, this first section touched
upon various aspects of the documentary which are theoretically connected to Nichols’s
participatory documentary mode. By focusing predominantly on Ryan and Joshua’s
interviews in this chapter, this particular mode can be applied to shed new light on the VS
movement. The documentary-specific type of interaction present in the documentary
furthermore allows the two simplifiers (and simultaneous producers of Minimalism) to speak
for themselves. In this way Matt D’ Avella creates a film which on the one hand might run the
risk of being perceived as highly subjective, yet also authentically represents the movement.
2. The Relevance of Childhood Experiences in Minimalism

The previous section already outlined that personal interviews depict a crucial element
of the participatory mode. A particularly emotional aspect included in these interviews with
Joshua and Ryan focuses on their childhood experiences, which will be discussed in relation
to their contemporary voluntary simplicity identity in this subchapter. Throughout the
documentary, the two simple livers repeatedly emphasize personally experienced shift from
unhappiness to life-affirming contentment by means of embracing the concept of voluntary
simplicity. On a more general note, research supports the veracity of voluntary simplifiers’
frequent assertion of achieving greater life satisfaction when living according to the
movement’s values, especially if financial resources are limited (Boujbel and D’astous 491
and 492). In the specific case of Joshua and Ryan, however, it is striking how their

discontentment in the past is initially linked to one life phase in particular: their childhood.
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During one of the first interviews with Ryan in the documentary, he tells the audience about
his mother’s path to addiction: “[w]hen my mom left my dad, she just really went off the deep
end ... By the eighth grade, the SWAT team was kicking in our door, busting my mother for
selling drugs. It was a drug that overtook my mother” (Minimalism). Right afterwards, Joshua
recalls his own troubled childhood experiences: “[m]y very first memories of my father are
extinguishing a cigarette on my mother’s chest. Shortly after she left my father; she

started drinking. It was my biggest fear that [ was going to get taken away from her”

(Minimalism). These highly personal,
emotionally charged accounts of their
childhood are told right from the
beginning when Joshua and Ryan are
still introduced to the viewer. This full
disclosure of deeply traumatizing
A experiences during one of the most
Fig. 1 An extreme Clse—up of Ryan’s face: a window  yylnerable years of their lives strongly

to the social actor’s rich world of emotions ) )
(Minimalism). encourages feelings of compassion and

sympathy on behalf of the viewer, which in return greatly facilitates a strong identification
with both minimalists. The emotive |
language of the scene is additionally
supported by the way in which the
interviews are edited: as Ryan talks
about his difficult childhood, close-
ups and at times even extreme close-

ups of his face reveal his almost

tangible and seemingly unmediated  Fig. 2 Joshua as a child: by means of photos Minimalism
breathes life into his childhood experiences

feeling of sorrow. Old photos (Minimalism).

showing Ryan and Joshua as children and their mothers reconstruct their past in a way that
brings their experiences back to life as their voice-overs walk the audience through this dark
chapter of their childhood. Their willingness to show their own vulnerability in front of the
viewer not only constructs them as likeable characters, but equally importantly as trustworthy
individuals whose message deserves the viewer’s attention. This approach kills two birds with
one stone: their sincerity establishes a foundation of trust and reliability which leaves their
subsequent assertions about the movement’s effectiveness at transforming people’s lives

almost unquestioned. Ryan and Joshua’s ability to overcome their trauma with the help of
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voluntary simplicity therefore ultimately constructs the concept as an answer to what Joshua
observes as everyone’s search for “more meaning in their lives” (Minimalism). This viewpoint
is supported by the documentary on various occasions when other voluntary simplifiers share
their own traumatic stories with the viewer. Whether it is AJ Leon who felt increasingly
disillusioned about his career choice or Courtney Carver who was diagnosed with MS, they
all seemed to have been able to tackle their personal problems by means of practicing
simplicity in one way or another. This is directly in line with Grigsby’s assertion that
individuals frequently experience a loss of meaning and dissatisfaction in life, which then can
be overcome with the help of the VS movement (25 and 26).

Yet, Ryan and Joshua’s childhood scene not only introduces the characters and the
concept of voluntary simplicity in a positive manner. It also serves as an explanation for their
reasons for initially choosing a path so distant from the movement’s values: both of them
opted for a career as money-driven business men who spent most of their time at work for the
sake of bigger paychecks and higher promotions. The implied message seems to be that both
individuals believed financial gain to be the answer to personal problems that were rooted in
their childhood. When Joshua talks about his alcohol-dependent mother, he explains: “I think
she kind of felt trapped. My mom always complained about money. She didn’t have any
money” (Minimalism). Ryan continues this line of argumentation: “I remember being poor
growing up. And I remember thinking, when I graduate high school, | want to start on a path
that is going to take me somewhere other than a struggle” (Minimalism). It becomes clear,
however, that neither lasting happiness nor their hope of coming to terms with their past could
be achieved by means of financial gain, which is therefore used as a means to convince the
audience of the anti-materialistic attitude of the VS movement. While this scene thus gives a
greater insight into the movement’s values, it also explains in an almost excusing tone why
Ryan and Joshua had been leading such an (from their point of view) “empty” life before
becoming minimalists. From a broader theoretical perspective, this scene also confirms that
filmmakers indeed sometimes mix and match different modes for the sake of a specific effect
(Nichols 155). While this childhood scene can be identified as belonging to the participatory
mode because of its interview-based form, its content is strikingly introspective. Conforming
to the performative mode, it relies on a very personal, “direct, experiential encounter”
(Nichols 210) with the documentary’s social actors, thereby breaking the conventional
boundaries between the participatory and performative mode. Overall, this analysis of their
first personal interviews already provided an insight into the complex emotional register their

presence creates. While they are mostly depicted as inspiring leaders of the VS movement,
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their honest accounts of their negative childhood experiences create feelings of compassion
and identification on behalf of the audience. In this way, Ryan and Joshua are both depicted
as exemplary individuals who managed to find meaning in life due to the VS movement while
also being relatable to the viewer since they are presented as vulnerable human beings with
flaws of their own.
3. A New ldentity in the Making — the Struggle of Moral Reinvention

Joshua and Ryan’s excusing tone regarding their past identity as affluent, hardworking
careerists already hints at another crucial element present in the interviews: morality.
Although perspectives of what morality precisely entails might vary greatly depending on the
sociocultural context, it can be broadly defined as “[p]rinciples concerning the distinction
between right and wrong or good and bad” (“Morality”). In order to fully comprehend how
voluntary simplicity is constructed in Minimalism, it is therefore crucial to explore how these
moral principles are defined by the documentary. Both Joshua and Ryan constantly contrast
and compare their own behavior before and after they had become voluntary simplifiers,
noticing a major change in their way of interacting with others. When talking about his past,
Joshua admits to himself: “I was so focused on what my idea of success was. My idea of
success was making more money. Consumer relationships were a priority. Well, I didn’t pay
attention to the people closest to me, including my mom” (Minimalism). Likewise, Ryan also
criticizes his former way of interacting with others: “I literally have used people to sell
cellphones. I’ve used people to get bigger and better clients” (Minimalism). This recognition
of past mistakes is a crucial step since it enables voluntary simplifiers like Joshua and Ryan to
reinvent themselves as moral agents. Grigsby describes this process of moral reinvention as
“identity work”, borrowing the concept’s definition from Schwalbe: “[b]y identity work I
mean anything we do, alone or with others, to establish, change, or lay claim to meanings as
particular kinds of persons ... Most identity work is interactive ... since it is by engaging with
others that we create and affirm the meanings that matter” (Schwalbe qtd. in Grigsby 54). The
minimalists’ identity work can indeed be best described as interactive for they both started
changing their behavior based on their negative observations of how they communicated with
others. This is directly in line with Sandlin and Walther’s assertion that simple livers’ moral
identity is reshaped by a rejection of their contemporary identity and the subsequent creation
of a new subjectivity (309). In the case of the two minimalists, these changes clearly mark a
deliberate move away from a strong involvement in the capitalist system: like many other
voluntary simplifiers (Boujbel and D’astous 491), Ryan and Joshua quit their time-consuming

jobs and replaced their emphasis on affluence and materialism by devoting their lives to the
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concept of voluntary simplicity, thereby focusing on the growth of interpersonal relationships
and community involvement.

As mentioned earlier, this personal transformation is depicted within interviews as a
stark contrast between past and present. By constructing the two minimalists’ past identity as
centered around character flaws such as egoism, ignorance, and a general sense of self-
centeredness, Ryan and Joshua’s past is largely portrayed as immoral. By comparison, their
contemporary identity almost exclusively revolves around positive character traits such as
altruism, mutual support, and their general desire to improve the lives of others. Especially
towards the end, when the documentary once again summarizes the positive effects of joining
the VS movement, Ryan emphasizes his newly found moral identity as a voluntary simplifier:
“what I love about my life now, is I can be genuine. And that there’s no more manipulation”
(Minimalism). As the viewer listens to this voice-over, an array of short video clips is shown
in which Joshua and Ryan hug their fans as uplifting music is played in the background. In
this decisive scene, the audience witnesses how they reinvent themselves as positive, life-
affirming moral agents by means of the VS movement. As both are repeatedly displayed as
big fans of hugging others throughout Minimalism, the hug in itself becomes a leitmotif in the
documentary. It suitably reflects the sense of community that is at the heart of the voluntary
simplicity movement, eventually reaching a climax in this very scene at the end of the
documentary. Minimalism thus depicts Joshua and Ryan as role models for an ideal society,
leaving no doubt about the documentary’s interpretation of voluntary simplicity as the rightful
(and perhaps even only) path to a moral life.

Despite this either or dichotomy which seems to dominate the documentary’s
discussion of morality, Ryan also emphasizes that achieving a voluntary simplicity moral
identity through self-regulation was a fluid transition rather than an immediate radical change:
“[1]etting it go was really difficult. I wish I could say it was as easy as renting a dumpster and
throwing away all my stuff, but it was really a process” (Minimalism). Although the
documentary’s interviews with Joshua and Ryan primarily zoom in on their contemporary
accomplishments, Minimalism thus constructs VS morality as subject to constant negotiation
and development, which is also achieved by highlighting the minimalists’ occasional feelings
of guilt and self-judgment. Joshua, for instance, repeatedly blames himself during several
interviews for having worked so much in the past that he did not spent enough time with his
mother. This conforms to Sandlin and Walther’s observation that simple livers frequently feel
guilty for their actions if they perceive them to be incongruent with their self-defined

voluntary simplicity moral codes (307). The fact that Minimalism also includes Ryan and
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Joshua’s feelings of remorse therefore reveals a tension between the general “[n]o shame, no
blame” approach of simple livers (Sandlin and Walther 308) and the lived experiences of the
movement’s adherents.

Yet, the movement’s positive “no shame no blame” approach does not only comprise
simple livers’ refrain from self-judgment, but also entails a desire to lead by example rather
than judging others who do not wish to follow the simple lifestyle (Sandlin and Walther 306).
This seemingly universal VS moral code of non-interference is also expressed by Joshua:
“[w]e’re out sharing a recipe. You know we’re not out here trying to proselytize. We’re not
trying to convert anyone to minimalism” (Minimalism). This rather soothing approach
ultimately ensures that the audience does not feel judged or even personally offended by the
minimalists’ statements, thereby making it an individual decision whether or not viewers
embrace the possibility to change their own lives. Simultaneously, however, the documentary
at large does seem to pass judgments about the morality of average American consumers,
even if Joshua and Ryan deliberately distance themselves from such a perspective. Except for
those who enthusiastically listen to their message, non-voluntary simplifiers are indeed
depicted as what Grigsby terms morally inferior “Western consumer zombies” (53) — an
aspect which will be discussed in detail in the next subchapter. As for now, this examination
of the relevance of morality in Minimalism demonstrates how voluntary simplifiers like
Joshua and Ryan are positioned in a constant moral dilemma. Their own moral standard of not
judging non-simple livers and the documentary’s overall tendency to do so nonetheless
suitably reflects the ambiguous interpretations of what constitutes a voluntary simplicity
moral identity. It is subject to constant negotiation and change, which once again confirms the
dynamism present in the VS movement.

4. In the Shadows of Minimalism — the Portrayal of “Western Consumer
Zombies”

In accordance with the characteristics of the participatory mode, this chapter primarily
highlighted the VS-related interviews with minimalists Ryan and Joshua. It is just as
important, however, to examine those voices and identities which are only mentioned
peripherally by the documentary. Since Minimalism portrays voluntary simplifiers with such a
precise eye for detail and complexity, it is quite remarkable that usual American consumers
do not receive similar attention. In contrast to the deep and rich engagement with voluntary
simplifiers such as Ryan, Joshua, and Colin, the film maker refrains from highlighting non-
adherents’ lives, memories, and experiences in personal interviews. The viewer does not

receive a detailed emotional account of their past, present, and future in various locations (as
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is the case for the two minimalists) but they remain nameless strangers to the audience. In the
rare case that non-voluntary simplifiers are shown on screen, their presence is largely
observed from a distance and is confined to one particular setting only: the shopping mall. As
mentioned before, these rare encounters with non-simple livers are shaped by the
documentary’s general approach of portraying the average consumer as inherently immoral.
In one short scene, for instance, the viewer witnesses how a group of customers runs into a
shopping aisle, pushing other customers out of their way in order to reach the discounted item
as quickly as possible. Two women, one of them with a child, even get into a fight after one
of them snatched away an item held by the mother’s child. Both try to secure the desired
object as they scream at each other:

Female shopper 1: Give me that box!

Female shopper 2: Get off of me! Why are you being so aggressive? You’re scaring

me.

The scuffle is not stopped by any of the remaining customers since they are too busy

with getting hold of their own purchase. This excerpt bears witness to the documentary’s
AT ‘ h' TS *ﬂ - N overall tendency to
L -y : — = & : portray non-voluntary

simplifiers as “flat

characters” whose
behavior is dominated
by character flaws
such as greed,

| egoism, anger and at
times even sudden
eruptions of violence.
Instead of treating

fellow human beings

Fig. 3 The “average” American consumer: two women fight relentlessly
for a shopping item amidst the consumerist chaos (Minimalism) with respect, their

materialistic attitude amounts to an obsession which obstructs any valuable human
interaction. Their way of acting ultimately constructs American consumerism as a direct
antidote to the VS values and moral attitude endorsed by simplifiers such as Joshua and Ryan.
This one-sided and inherently negative depiction of non-simple livers reemerges at several
points in Minimalism, serving as a constant contrast between the supposedly immoral nature

of the “average” American consumer and the good-natured, multi-faceted personalities of VS
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adherents. The audience is thus subconsciously inclined to distance themselves from
individuals who do not identify with the movement while favoring and identifying with those
who do. Based on this strong contrast between simple livers and non-simplifiers, one might
even infer that Minimalism portrays non-simple livers as being situated in a pre-VS stage
which needs to be overcome in order to transcend the state of immorality and resulting
unhappiness. Right at the beginning of the documentary, Ryan even admits that he too had
been one of those directionless consumers: “[t]here was this gaping void in my life. So I tried
to fill that void the same way many people do, with stuff, lots of stuff” (Minimalism). The
underlying message seems to be that “many people” — like the ones shown in these short
scenes — thus fail to give meaning to their existence and are inescapably doomed to lead
dissatisfying and morally inferior lives until they start to follow the minimalists’ path to a
fulfilling, simple lifestyle.

Simultaneously, the scenes which depict American shoppers as one “uncivilized” and
self-centered homogenous group are frequently also incorporated as a piece of evidence that
support experts’ arguments. The above-mentioned example of the escalated argument
between customers, for instance, is shown right after Gail Steketee — an expert on the subject
of hoarding disorders — states that she is “not so sure that we have such a great relationship
with things” (Minimalism). The usage of the word “we” is of paramount importance in this
context. While the display of violent behavior on behalf of the shoppers encourages viewers
to distance themselves from American consumerism, the pronoun “we” also implies that the
viewer is part of exactly this group of people. “We” thus ultimately refers to western
capitalist society at large, including the viewer. By doing so, Minimalism sends out an
alarming message to the audience: these self-centered consumers could be anyone, including
you. It is voluntary simplifiers like Ryan and Joshua who actively try to make a difference and
thus deserve to be at the center of attention, in the hope that the audience might critically
reflect on their own way of life. This ultimately confirms the discrepancy between Ryan and
Joshua’s non-judgmental approach and the documentary’s subliminal, yet strongly judgmental
criticism of average consumers’ seemingly immoral behavior.

By depicting non-voluntary simplifiers as one homogeneous unity, Minimalism thus
ultimately achieves two things. On the one hand it creates a sense of distance to non-adherents
by presenting them as an unprincipled, dislikeable group of people. While the minimalists are
already depicted in a positive light, this strong contrast between the detrimental effects of
American consumerism and positive outcomes of practicing voluntary simplicity additionally

strengthen the interpretation of minimalism as a life-changing concept. On the other hand the
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documentary also uses this distant image of non-simple livers to capture the consumerist
mainstream at large, thereby tracing a set of behavioral patterns in American society which is
apprehensive and yet alarmingly familiar to the viewer. Even if these short scenes are
authentic recordings, however, it is important to note that Minimalism only captures those
non-voluntary simplifiers who attract negative attention because of their ruthless behavior.
Whether these short fragments are used as a piece of evidence for a scientifically-based
statement or as a way to contrast consumers’ “immoral” behavior to that of simple livers, the
average American consumer thus remains a greedy caricature which serves as a means to an
end. Since Matt D’Avella does not include any interviews with non-simple livers (apart from
simplicity-supporting experts), the average American consumer does not receive the chance to
rectify this picture; he remains voiceless. The only potential non-simple livers who are
presented in a human and strikingly positive way are those who attend Ryan and Joshua’s
events and wholeheartedly embrace their contributions to the movement, which once again
implies that this is the rightful path to becoming a moral individual. This illustrates that
documentaries — regardless of how inspiring their message and how objective their content
might seem — are ultimately carefully constructed from a subjective perspective. These
insights prove a significant point: when analyzing documentaries, it is equally revelatory to
zoom in on those voices who might not be at the center of attention at first sight. They might
reveal just as much about the documentary’s intention as its interviews with dominant social
actors. In the case of Minimalism it is exactly this underrepresented group of people which
subconsciously shapes the audience’s attitude towards the VS movement.
5. Conclusion

By means of utilizing Nichols’s participatory mode as an overall theoretical framework,
this first chapter provided insights into the relevance of the documentary’s reliance on
personal interviews for the assessment of the VS movement. | inferred that there are two
groups of interviewees, one of them being comprised of voluntary simplifiers. This included
among others minimalists Joshua and Ryan who are at the center of attention in this chapter.
A theoretical examination of the interviews’ voice and documentary type of three-fold
interaction furthermore revealed that Minimalism is dominated by a first-person voice which
allows simple livers such as Ryan and Joshua to communicate their ideas freely to the
audience. In this context, I highlighted the underlying tension between the desire to represent
the VS movement authentically and the potential danger of losing documentaries’ usual strive
for objectivity which results from the fact that Ryan and Joshua are both producers and

interviewees in Minimalism. The subsequent section on the relevance of the minimalists’
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childhood experiences then explored the emotional register Ryan and Joshua’s presence
creates. By delving into their childhood memories with a strong focus on their vulnerability
and unhappiness in the past, the documentary portrays the two voluntary simplifiers as
likeable and trustworthy characters who achieved greater life satisfaction by joining the VS
movement. Yet, this is not to say that Joshua and Ryan accomplished their transition to
dedicated minimalists without any personal challenges. In this context, the strong contrast
between their immoral past and their contemporary moral identity is central to the
documentary’s interpretation of voluntary simplicity as the answer to discontentment and
unethical behavior. As can be concluded from Joshua and Ryan’s statements in interviews,
their path to achieving a voluntary simplicity moral identity was part of a difficult process
which required an acknowledgment of their past mistakes. Despite voluntary simplifiers’
general refrain from self-judgment, it becomes clear that Joshua and Ryan still struggle with
feelings of guilt and remorse. Likewise, | also identified the problem of judging non-adherents
of the VS movement. While Joshua and Ryan repeatedly emphasize their non-judgmental
attitude towards non-simple livers, the documentary at large still presents American
consumers as one immoral, homogeneous group which is not given the chance to express their
thoughts and feelings in interviews. The idea of achieving morality is exclusively reserved for
individuals who participate in the VS movement, which in turn creates a feeling of
apprehension and distance towards non-adherents on behalf of the audience. All of these
insights eventually demonstrate that Minimalism strategically uses the participatory mode in a
way that strengthens the perspective of voluntary simplicity as a concept which has the
capability to transform people’s lives and set change into motion. The highly selective choices
that were made with regard to allowing specific individuals to speak their mind whereas
others (i.e. non-simple livers) remain silenced and potentially even misrepresented reflects the
documentary’s overarching goal of depicting voluntary simplifiers as morally superior role
models for society. While this does not have to be necessarily considered as a negative
approach, it does reveal a certain degree of subjectivity and constructedness inherent in

Minimalism.
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Chapter Two: The Quest for Credibility, the Power of Emotion, and the
Challenge of Representing the Familiar
Against the theoretical background of Bill Nichols’s participatory mode, the first
chapter provided new insights into the relevance of personal interviews with the voluntary
simplifiers Joshua and Ryan. On the basis of these findings, the second chapter will explore
the connection between specific scenes in Minimalism and the three remaining modes (i.e. the
expository, performative and poetic mode) which are outlined in Nichols’s work on
documentary theory. This scene-based discussion will revolve around among others the
crucial role of experts in the documentary, the meaning of Joshua’s soliloquy as well as the
documentary’s perspective of the consumerist American society. In this context, the three
documentary modes can be utilized in order to gain a better understanding of the scenes’
multifaceted intentions and ways of constructing the VS movement. Before delving deeper
into the analysis, however, a brief overview of the modes’ unique characteristics needs to be
provided. Despite the fluidity given between different modes, they exhibit distinct cinematic
techniques and conventions which reflect the primary goal of the documentary. The
expository and poetic modes both offer a representation of the world which is rather detached,
whereas the performative mode stresses the individuality and personal perspectives of social
actors (Nichols 157). Despite the commonalities between the expository and poetic modes,
their intentions vary greatly. By means of comments and an inherent argumentative logic, the
expository mode attempts to win the viewer’s trust and captures abstract concepts and ideas
(Nichols 210 and 211). Contrastingly, the poetic mode uses visual and acoustic patterns and
rhythms in order to open up a new perspective on the world (Nichols 150 and 210). In the
case of Minimalism, all three modes are ultimately connected to an inherent criticism of
materialism which is at the heart of voluntary simplicity and thus depict the very basis of the
documentary’s perspective.
1. The Expository Mode: Facts, Figures and Formidable Academics- the Art of
Persuasion
Against the background of the previous excursion into the differences between the
three documentary modes, this section will scrutinize in what way the expository mode is
utilized in Minimalism for the sake of weaving together a convincing argument. At first sight,
the expository mode is certainly one of the most seemingly objective modes. According to
Nichols, it encompasses a well-supported, argumentative logic that stresses verbal
commentary and sheds light on a topic from a specific viewpoint (167, 169). The film theorist

describes it as one of the most prevalent modes in contemporary documentaries (171).
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Especially at the beginning, Minimalism indeed displays many well-reasoned, seemingly
disinterested verbal comments of various scholars such as Rick Hanson, Sam Harris, and
Juliet Schor. The documentary initially focuses primarily on the scientific contributions of
well-respected authorities in the field of (among others) neuroscience, economy, and
sociology. In the first section, these experts are introduced to the audience one by one with a
highly self-confident voice and with their specialty outlined under their name. Rick Hanson,
for instance, is introduced with the subtitle “PHD, Neuropsychologist” as he asserts that “[w]e
still feel restless. We still are always scratching the coin for more” (Minimalism). Shortly
afterwards, Sam Harris who is presented with the label “PHD, Neuroscientist” makes a
statement about how advertisements have a negative influence on society since they trigger a
(frequently unaccomplishable) desire to lead a “glamourous life” (Minimalism). In a seamless
transition, economy and sociology expert prof. Juliet Schor’s voice sets in and expands on the
previous argument, declaring in a serious tone that “[a]dvertising has polluted and infiltrated
culture” (Minimalism). Their statements follow so quickly after each other that their distinct
(and yet surprisingly similar) assertions melt together into one challenging voice, thereby
giving the audience a first taste of the critical nature of the documentary. Although their
perspectives are undoubtedly essential for creating a bigger picture, their authority is also
utilized to convince the audience of the documentary’s objectivity and trustworthiness.
Despite the fact that experts’ comments are (perhaps justifiably) strikingly critical and
pessimistic about American consumerism, the viewer might remain unaware of the one-sided
perspective of these arguments because of the interviewees’ well-respected position. By
emphasizing scholars’ affiliation to the intellectual elite and presenting a great number of
them right from the outset, Minimalism thus already lays a trustworthy foundation for its
future interpretation of VS as a solution to the problem of ever-expanding consumption. It is

not simply the great number
of critical intellectual
voices and the selectivity of
their arguments which
creates this connection
between scholars’
interpretation of
materialism as the problem

Fig. 4 The epitorﬁe of simplicity: the minimalist setting in which
neuroscientist Sam Harris is being interviewed (Minimalism). however. Even if scholars’

and VS as the answer,
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insights might seem disinterested, the setting in which the interviewee is presented might tell
a different story. When neuroscientist Sam Harris reenters the screen, for instance, the viewer
first receives an impression of the locale in which the interview takes place: a white room
which is completely unfurnished except for a chair which is placed at the center. The setting
itself therefore symbolically represents the idea of simplicity. Even if Harris’s statements
seem neutral, his assertions about American society are thus already connected to the core
idea of voluntary simplicity. In this way, the audience is subconsciously encouraged to
connect authorities’ seemingly neutral assertions to minimalism as a positive and solution-
oriented concept. Moreover, the significance of experts’ own identity should also not be
underestimated. Almost all of them can be categorized as white, middle-class American
intellectuals, which reflects the class- and race-related identity of the documentary’s target
audience. In the expository mode, Minimalism consequently uses the critical remarks of
highly regarded intellectuals who mirror the viewer’s own identity as a means to legitimize
future propositions about the benefits of voluntary simplicity.

Based on these insights, one can infer that Minimalism belongs to the category of
rhetorical documentaries which put forward arguments from source that feature supposedly
educated, knowledgeable individuals in order to present the film as a trustworthy source of
information (Bordwell and Thompson 140 and 141). After the introduction of these experts
(or at times in a reversed order), the voice-of-authority commentary switches to a voice-over.
Their carefully selected arguments are accompanied by various images and videos. In line
with the characteristics of the expository style (Nichols 211), these images are frequently
taken from various times and places in order to visualize the practical relation to an argument.
One particularly suitable example is the scene in which Patrick Rhone (the author of Enough)
talks about the history of selling (unnecessary, so the argument goes) goods to the public:
“[t]his is something that has been
sold to us, say, the past 100 years
slowly but surely, by those that
want to make a lot of money.
They want us to believe that you
really need these things”
(Minimalism). While Rhone

makes this statement, a black and

LAY L
Fig. 5 “Now that’s what I call a good-looking car!” — Old white abstract of an old
advertisements are included in order to visually support
Rhone’s line of argumentation (Minimalism). American advertisement is
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shown, thereby illustrating the evolution of market psychology with images from the past.
Right afterwards, a new voice sets in, which effectively connects the previous statement to the
concept of voluntary simplicity. When Yarrow Kraner states that “[e]very year that passes,
there’s more stimuli, there’s more pressure, there’s more options, there’s more media, there’s
more noise, noise, noise” (Minimalism), short fragments of advertisements and the media are
shown with increasing speed and intensity while disharmonious sounds reach a climax,
leading to an overload of visual and acoustic impressions on behalf of the viewer. This comes
to an unexpected rapid halt when Kraner proposes that “streamlining and simplifying”
(Minimalism) can stop the noise. Conforming to the expository mode, he addresses the
audience directly with a clear solution to the problem (Nichols 167). This solution clearly
voices the core idea of voluntary simplicity which was first enunciated by Richard Gregg as
an “ordering and guiding of our energy and our desires, a partial restraint in some directions
in order to secure greater abundance of life in other directions” (Gregg qtd. in Shama and
Wisenblit 231). Ultimately, evidence and argument are thus perfectly aligned by means of
visual and acoustic support, which can also be found on many other occasions throughout the
documentary. This approach of combining a spoken argument with various pictures and
videos in a collage-like fashion is typical for the expository style (Nichols 211), which is
evident in both above-mentioned examples. This editing technique has two major effects on
the audience: while it makes abstract concepts such as the detrimental effects of
overconsumption more tangible, it also supports the perspective of these experts on American
society and thus creates a strong sense of credibility. This is directly in line with the
expository mode’s primary intention to reveal the truth as well as to inform an audience about
certain (abstract) ideas and arguments (Nichols 210 and 211). Although it seems to be the
case that the expository mode is somehow more objective, a close look thus reveals the
careful cinematic construction of the documentary’s arguments. The overall intention of the
movie is to convince its audience of the benefits of living in a simple way. By making use of
the expository mode, experts’ factual concerns about the consequences of overconsumption
are ultimately moved into focus in order to achieve this goal.
2. The Performative Mode: the Power of Emotion

The contributions of various experts undoubtedly play a central role in establishing a
solid foundation of credibility and trust on which the documentary is able to build its line of
argumentation. As already apparent in chapter one, however, Minimalism does not merely
rely on factual knowledge to convince its viewers of the merits of living a simple life. In

contrast to the relative lack of interest in particular situations or individuals present in the
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expository mode (Nichols 156), Minimalism also exhibits the performative mode’s emphasis
of the individuality and personal experiences of its social actors. Whereas scientific voices are
incorporated in order to provide the informing logic and establish the viewer’s trust, social
actors such as Ryan Nicodemus and Joshua Millburn are included to address the audience
emotionally. In this way, viewers not only gain a research-based understanding of why
overconsumption is harmful, but also receive a concrete visualization of the ways in which
voluntary simplicity effectively transformed the lives of charismatic individuals such as the
two minimalists. Ryan and Joshua’s painfully honest accounts about their path to minimalism
inspire viewers to take a critical look at their own lives and encourage them to reimagine their
own existence along the promise of a happier, more deliberate life as the two minimalists
repeatedly emphasize. This is directly in line with Nichols’s conceptualization of
performative documentaries. According to Nichols, they strive to influence the viewer on an
emotional and social level, which is among others accomplished by a focus on social actors’
“subjective qualities of experience and memory” (202 and 203).

These distinct performative characteristics can be found in Minimalism on multiple
occasions, but Joshua’s vivid soliloquy at a
beach is certainly one of the most memorable
scenes. In the soul-stirring introduction to this
scene, Joshua shares his first reaction to his
mother’s cancer diagnose: “[i]t was the first

time I cried in my adult life. Sobbed

uncontrollably. I kept saying ’'m sorry. ... I
Fig. 6 An emotional introduction to Joshua’s  really wish that | would have spent more time

soliloquy: a close-up reveals his grief about the | o p e 1 .
loss of his mother (Minimalism). with her” (Minimalism). In accordance with

performative documentaries’ focus on the unique individuality and emotions of specific social
actors, this scene thus zooms in on the personal memories and vivid thoughts of simplifier
Joshua Millburn. Quite literally, this scene can be described as a performance since the locale
and Joshua’s language use are both carefully constructed in order to create an atmosphere that
matches the weight of his message. In this context, the aspect of movement and performance
adopted to express emotions and thoughts by means of mise-en-scene (Bordwell et al. 131)
can also be identified: when Joshua tells the audience about the death of his mother and the

end of his marriage, he is depicted in a long shot. By showing him from a distance, the focus
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is placed on his isolation in this
seemingly infinite
environment. The visually
dominant bleak landscape

surrounding him thus

metaphorically mirrors his
emotional state of grief and a -

deep sense of loss. The

externalization of his feelings  Fig. 7 The long shot dramatically emphasizes the astounding
vista, leaving the social actor remarkably small in the frame —

in the form of a desolate a choice which effectively highlights Joshua’s sense of

landscape aligns with the performative mode’s intention to “have us feel or experience the
world in a particular way as vividly as possible” (Nichols 203).

There is also something poetic about this scene. This is not only accomplished by
means of choosing a dramatic locale but above all by creating a vibrant sound pattern
underlying the fragment. When Joshua states that his mother’s death “still hangs in the air”
around him (Minimalism), the audience literally hears the sound of wind in the background.
This metaphorical utilization of sound perspective (Bordwell and Thompson 85) repeatedly
blends in during the scene whenever Joshua reenters the screen, thereby drawing the audience
in. The creation of perceptual subjectivity allows the viewer to hear what Joshua would hear
(Bordwell and Thompson 85), which ultimately establishes an emotional connection between
the social character and the viewer. In compliance with the poetic mode, the sound of wind is
thus connected to a clear pattern and rhythm (Nichols 211) which was intentionally composed
by Matt D’Avella in order to encourage a strong identification with the voluntary simplifier.
This short-lived excursion into the poetic mode once again bears witness to the fluid
boundaries between different modes.

Right after this moving exposition, Joshua’s soliloquy takes an unexpected turn.
Rather than delving into his way of dealing with the situation, he extensively talks about the
interior furnishings he wanted to buy after his divorce. In a sarcastic and surprisingly self-
critical tone, he remarks that “even while Rome is burning, there’s somehow time for
shopping at IKEA” (Minimalism).With every new furnishing item his voice-over lists as a
“necessary” household good, a matching image follows suit. His emotional experience of
death and divorce is thus unexpectedly replaced by the mundane task of shopping; personal
loss is replaced by material gain. While this seemingly dispassionate description of consumer

goods could be interpreted as a move away from the emotion-affirmative performative mode,
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the opposite is indeed the case. The more objects he mentions, the more personal questions he
raises. Slowly but surely these self-reflexive moments reach a climax as he poses the most
central question of the scene: “hell, what else do I need?”” (Minimalism). The core values of
voluntary simplicity are clearly aligned with the question’s underlying message: rather than
investing time in excessive consumption, one should concentrate on one’s psychological
wellbeing and connection to other human beings (Craig-Lees and Hill 191, 195 and 197).
After a dramatic pause, Joshua turns around and walks away, thereby metaphorically
distancing himself from his former materialistic-driven attitude. The book is slammed shut,
and so is a dark chapter of his past, thereby making space for a more fulfilling, simple life to
come. The soliloquy thus ultimately needs to be understood as a piece of social criticism
which is incorporated into the larger narrative structure of the documentary by means of the
performative mode. The scene’s setting demonstrates that Matt D’ Avella makes certain
artistic cinematic decisions in order to visualize Joshua’s emotions as vividly as possible. This
approach not only creates a powerful dramatic effect, but also allows the viewer to experience
the simplifier’s memories and thoughts in a strongly relatable and tangible manner.

3. The Performative Mode: Memories Haunt the Screen — the Uncanny Experience of

Reenactment
Joshua’s soliloquy proves to be a special scene within the documentary, not only

because of its emotional power but also due to its vivid portrayal of past events. In accordance
with the characteristics of the performative style, Joshua’s soliloquy needs to be understood as
an emotive reenactment of a highly significant experience in his life: the traumatic events of
death and loss which inspired Joshua to become a voluntary simplifier. Bill Nichols describes
reenactments in documentaries as “the more or less authentic re-creation of prior events” (72)
which represent a salient moment that is irretrievable and yet functions as if it were (77). This
seemingly contradictory gap between what Nichols calls the lost object and the
documentary’s reenactment can only be authentically bridged by indicating that the scene is
staged (73). In the case of Joshua’s soliloquy, the reenactment is clearly marked by means of
recording him in a unique setting which is only used for this particular scene and by allowing
him to capture his memory by reading from his minimalist manifesto. Word for word, he
revives the moment he lost both his mother and his marriage. The viewer is immediately
pulled into Joshua’s world of grief and unfathomable pain; the tension in his voice is almost
tangible as he states that his mother’s death “still hangs in the air”” around him (Minimalism).

His vivid language, the dramatic setting and the uncanny sound experience allows the
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audience to get fully immersed into the sense of irrevocable loss he conjures. It is indeed a
“lost object” — namely his own mother — which “haunts the film” (Nichols, 74).

Yet, one would be mistaken to assume that this reenactment serves just as a
performative, emotional account without any larger purpose. Nichols does not tire to
emphasize that rhetorical documentaries make use of reenactments in order to present a
specific argument in a highly compelling and persuasive manner (88). Joshua’s reenactment
ultimately revolves around the lesson he learned from being unable to make up for the lost
time with his deceased mother. The vivification of his memory is thus utilized to show how
Joshua becomes one of the VS movement’s participants who undergo the process of
redefining themselves as moral individuals, using their new identity in order to challenge
society’s dominant embrace of consumerism (Sandlin and Walther 301). The viewer hence
witnesses how the minimalist reevaluates his own priorities in life by means of introspection
and self-reflection in nature, thereby actively engaging in moral identity formation which is
central to becoming a voluntary simplifier (306). The vivid reenactment of Joshua’s personal
experiences is consequently directly connected to the larger dynamics of the VS movement,
with the primary purpose of depicting voluntary simplicity as way of coming to terms with
traumatic events and finding inner peace.

Conforming to the performative mode, Joshua’s own memories and “embodied
knowledge” ultimately provide an entry point into a vivid discussion and deep comprehension
of “the more general processes at work in society” (Nichols 201). Shared experiences and
memories like the ones emphasized in this reenactment encourage the audience to identify
with the social actors depicted on screen. The emphasis here clearly lies on the beauty of
imperfection: despite voluntary simplifiers’ overall emphasis of morality, they are not
portrayed as impeccable moral saints, but as living, breathing, human beings with a past that
matters and who rediscovered and redefined themselves with the help of the movement.
Joshua’s honest self-criticism is thus eventually utilized as a subtle invitation for the
documentary’s viewers to take a step back and critically reflect on their own materialistic way
of living and priorities in life. After all, his last question (‘“hell what else do I need?”’) remains
unanswered, and is therefore thrown back to the audience. By making use of the performative
mode, the documentary ultimately “restores a sense of magnitude to the local, specific, and
embodied” (209) which personalizes the experience of becoming a voluntary simplifier. This
includes, but is certainly not limited to Joshua’s soliloquy. Whether it is Joshua Millburn’s
anecdote about his dissatisfaction at work and increasing debt or Colin Wright’s path to full-

time traveling with just fifty-one items: all of these stories eventually paint a personal picture
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which becomes “our port of entry to the political” (209). To emphasize these at times brutally
honest but also strongly moving accounts was assuredly a conscious decision that intends to
dispel any remaining doubts about the movement’s ability to transform people’s lives. The
reenactment thus eventually has two different larger purposes: while it conjures up vivid
memories of his mother’s death and his divorce, it also argumentatively portrays VS as a path
to redemption. The loss of his loved ones therefore is depicted as a key moment which
initiated his transformation into a dedicated voluntary simplifier.
4. The Poetic Mode: Seeing the Western World with Different Eyes

Although the expository and performative mode certainly account for a major section
of the documentary, Minimalism also exhibits characteristics of the poetic mode which
stresses “mood, tone, and affect” (Nichols 162). Right from the beginning, this mode is
applied to draw the viewer into a world which is strikingly familiar and yet alarmingly
alienating. The first scene opens up with images of the very heart of American consumerism:
the streets of New York City.
Afterwards, it moves towards
several bird’s-eye shots,
enabling the viewer to observe
the waiting masses of
customers from a distance. The
audience’s gaze then follows

thousands of screaming

: /2 N T shoppers running into a mall.
Fig. 8 The shopping craze: by means of constructing the scene .
with bird’s-eye shots, the viewer observes the screaming horde I this context, hand-held

of shoppers from a distance (Minimalism). camera shots are employed in

order to suitably reflect the unfolding chaos which becomes the living proof of the most
extreme versions of American consumerism: customers pile on top of each other to reach out
for the best offers while police officers desperately try to prevent buyers from fighting against
each other for discounts. In line with the poetic mode’s intentions, these first impressions shed
new light on the familiar and allow the audience to view the represented world from an
alternative angle (Nichols 210 and 211). Most viewers are certainly familiar with western
countries’ emphasis on consumption, but since many of these viewers are part of the same
capitalistic system, they usually remain unaware of the alarming proportions people’s

consumer habits assume. The documentary’s poetic introduction thus reveals a new
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perspective on western spectators’ own society with the purpose of triggering a reaction of
shock and disapproval.

In this context, the scene’s underlying nondiegetic sound material is also of paramount
importance. Rather than employing darker tones which match the seriousness of the scene’s
content, the opposite is indeed the case. Matt D’ Avella deliberately chose a surprisingly
uplifting melody for this part right after interviewee Dan Harris just declared that the “hunt”
for consumer items leaves us “miserable” (Minimalism). Beyond doubt, there is indeed
something poetic about this highly ironic juxtaposition between Harris’ pessimistic statement
and the usage of bright nondiegetic sound material. As noted earlier, poetic documentaries’
usage of sound is highly expressive and under tight control of the filmmaker (Nichols 211),
both of which can be traced back in the scene since D’avella aims to create a specifically
ironic effect. In this way, the exposition already highlights the perversion of excessive
consumption, thereby setting the right tone and mood for the arguments to come. By zooming
in on the most extreme manifestation of materialism right from the outset, the proposal of
reducing one’s own consumption is effectively presented to the audience as a necessary step
for American society rather than a radical, unreasonable idea. In accordance with the poetic
mode’s characteristics, this scene also refrains from zooming in on the lives of specific
individuals. Instead, actual people and locations are portrayed “without regard for their
individual identity” (Nichols 211). As noted earlier, this seems to be part of general pattern in
Minimalism: non-voluntary simplifiers are depicted as one homogeneous unity whose lives
and identities remain largely unexamined apart from their seemingly uncontrollable desire to
consume. On a subconscious level the audience is thus already inclined to distance themselves
from individuals who do not adhere to voluntary simplicity. By using expressive sound and
displaying images intended to shock the audience, the documentary’s exposition furthermore
establishes an atmosphere which contributes to the overall picture created by the film (Nichols
157) — again conforming to the performative mode. Ultimately, this initial poetic scene thus
catches the viewers’ attention, thereby preparing the audience for reasoned solution
approaches to problematic issues (Nichols 162). These problems largely revolve around the
detrimental effects of excessive consumption, and the documentary leaves no doubt about its
standpoint that voluntary simplicity might be one of the most promising methods to tackle the
issue.

5. Conclusion
If one attempts to extract the essence of the documentary’s usage of the three

documentary modes, this analysis leaves us with at least one significant observation: every
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mode has a clear, persuasive function in Minimalism. While the expository mode is
responsible for providing the audience with trustworthy scientific facts that accentuate the
negative effects of consumption on America’s capitalist society, the emotionally driven
performative mode allows for an emotional identification with voluntary simplifiers. By
means of highlighting personal examples, voluntary simplicity is portrayed as a positive
movement that gives meaning to people’s lives and that is able to stimulate personal growth
and happiness. Contrastingly, the creation of a bigger, distanced picture characteristic of the
poetic mode enables the viewer to examine the consumption-driven western world from a
new, yet strikingly critical perspective. The poetic mode is thus used to depict non-voluntary
simplifiers as one homogeneous unity which fails to live up to the core values supported by
the VS movement. In opposition to the performative mode, the poetic mode thus creates an
image of the general consumer which encourages repulsion rather than identification. The
modes’ different foci ultimately complement each other to establish a well-rounded argument
about the salience and positive nature of the VS movement. This analysis once again confirms
the documentary’s high degree of subjectivity and constructedness which lies in wait beneath
its factual surface. Minimalism thus always walks a tightrope between trustworthy scientific
knowledge and poignant individual examples, hoping to spark a gradual change in American
society’s predominant lifestyle choice. It is exactly this tension between facts and emotions,
between the abstract and the personal, which makes the documentary so persuasive and

powerful.
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Chapter Three: The Myth of the Pastoral Garden and the Political Nature of the
VS Movement

The final chapter of this thesis will address two different aspects: the presence of the
pastoral garden in Minimalism as a valuable historical constituent of voluntary simplicity’s
core ideas as well as an examination of the political nature of the VS movement as it is
presented by the documentary. The first section of this chapter will primarily focus on the
historical (and inherently American) ideological foundation of the VS movement. | will argue
that this historical foundation of voluntary simplicity is culturally embedded in the myth of
the pastoral lifestyle - and the myth of the garden in particular - which will be explored by
assessing how this historical concept manifests itself in Minimalism on a visual and interview-
based level. On the basis of the findings of the first section, the second subchapter will
continue by discussing whether or not the simple livers interviewed in Minimalism can be
interpreted as politically engaged actors. In this context, their ambiguous relationship with
capitalism will also be analyzed from various angles.

1. The Myth of the Pastoral Garden in Minimalism

The concept of pastoralism is undoubtedly a historical one, attracting the attention of
various well-known scholars who succeeded at capturing its increasing centrality in American
society. As suitably expressed by Henry Nash Smith in his book Virgin Land (1950), the
pastoral refers to the idea of living “virtuously content” with a “humble status in a stratified
society” (129). One certainly cannot fail to recognize the close resemblance of this definition
with the very core ideas of voluntary simplicity, which were first expressed by Elgin and
Mitchell as a way of life that is “outwardly simple and inwardly rich” (13). As such, the
pastoral lifestyle left its traces in various American movements and works, be it in the realm
of art, philosophy, or politics. It inspired among others the transcendentalist movement, with
well-known adherents such as Henry David Thoreau who documented his two-year long life
in a cabin in nature which he described as “a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity
and trust” (17). Likewise, the idea of the pastoral lifestyle also formed the basis of the
political Republicanism conceptualized by American Founding Father Thomas Jefferson
(Marx 88), who believed ideal society to be comprised of virtuous, simple-living landowners.
Although it is undoubtedly crucial to be aware of this rich historical canon on pastoralism,
this section will focus on yet another element of the American pastoral lifestyle: the myth of
the garden.

In his highly acclaimed work The Machine in the Garden (1964), Leo Marx examines

the notion of the garden as an American pastoral ideal on the basis of the writings of colonizer
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Robert Beverly. The myth of the garden needs to be understood as a historical concept
characterized by duality, and it is exactly this duality and its inherent ties to the VS movement
as it is portrayed in Minimalism which is at the core of this subchapter. Before discussing the
documentary’s ties to this specific element of the pastoral, it is necessary to delve deeper into
the ambivalent understanding of the garden which Marx creates. In his book he revisits
Beverly’s The History and Present State of Virginia, asserting that the colonial writer
unconsciously referred to two different types of gardens: “actual, man-made, cultivated pieces
of ground” (Marx 85) on the one hand and the “primitive” garden inhabited by America’s
indigenous population on the other hand (Marx 85). While the actual garden created with hard
work represent Beverly’s daily reality in Western society, the “primitive” garden is part of the
realm of myth: it is a metaphor which inscribes a utopian vision for American society; a
visualization of Beverly’s yearning to escape his own disciplined and work-driven western
world that he partly praises and partly dismisses (Marx 85, 86, 101). This myth of the pastoral
garden is thus a “collective representation, a poetic idea ... that defined the promise of
American life” (Smith 123) which has been mastered (in Beverly’s eyes) by the content
“Noble Savage” who led a life of “simple, effortless, spontaneous existence” (Marx 85).
Given that this image of a simple lifestyle with less work but greater life satisfaction is
so closely connected to the concept of voluntary simplicity, the pastoral myth of the garden
can be interpreted as a crucial historical element which constitutes the very foundation of the
VS movement’s core ideas. Throughout the documentary, Minimalism constructs the mythical
concept of the pastoral garden as a desirable ideal which can be approximated, even in
modern American society, with the help of a simple lifestyle close to nature that distances
itself from the “actual,
man-made” (Marx 85)
garden created by
America’s work-driven,
capitalist attitude. The
pastoral garden manifests
itself metaphorically in

several instances when

voluntary simplifiers enter

Fig. 9 An astonishing bird’s eye view on America’s vast natural the screen, with one of
landscape: Matt D’Avella visualizes the pastoral garden as simple
liver Ryan introduces the concept of voluntary simplicity

(Minimalism). present right at the

those occasions being
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beginning: after depicting American cities as a world of profit-oriented chaos, the focus
switches to a contrasting natural setting in which Ryan introduces the audience to the concept
of voluntary simplicity. By means of a bird’s eye long shot and a subsequent point-of-view
shot from Ryan’s optical perspective, the viewer suddenly perceives the world through the
eyes of a simple liver — a world which is no longer dominated by the disorder and aggressive
determination of urban American consumers, but instead zooms in on a natural landscape
which radiates peace and tranquility. The bright sound of chirping birds musically underlines
the scene as the eye traces smooth green hills whose foothills recede into the distance. It
paints a picture which is indeed a poetical allegory of the pastoral garden’s “original unity, the
all-sufficing beauty and abundance of the creation” (Marx 85). The scene’s underlying
embrace of the mythical garden goes deeper than a mere visual appreciation of the pastoral
concept’s surface, however. In the following voice-over, Ryan explains how his former life as
a businessman has left him “miserable”, even if his work guaranteed him the status of a well-
respected member of society (Minimalism). While already establishing the argumentative
basis for voluntary simplicity as a life-changing concept, he thus clearly rejects the idea of
working hard solely for the sake of attaining social recognition - an aspect which has already
been identified by Beverly as a problematic cultural element of American society (Marx 101).
This initial scene can consequently be interpreted as a visual embrace of the historical
American ideology of the pastoral garden. By creating a clear contrast to the previous
negative depiction of urban America, it also simultaneously rejects the contemporary reality
of the “actual, man-made” (Marx 85) garden which is shaped by the consumption- and work-
driven “undignified restlessness” and “ambition” (Marx 101) of American city life.

Another aspect which suitably reflects the documentary’s revitalization of the pastoral
garden as a valuable historical concept for voluntary simplicity can be found in the movie’s
- discussion of “tiny homes”
(Minimalism). The viewer’s first
encounter with one of those unique
* architectural accomplishments is
'E simple liver Tammy Strobel’s small

wooden house. This tiny home

& surrounded by nature might be the
< closest modern American society could
Fig. 10 Tiny homes: the ultimate way of living get to Thoreau’s life in a cabin more

according to the ideals of voluntary simplicity .
(Minimalism). than 250 years ago. In this scene, the
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viewer is drawn into a world of impressions which seem to stem from a different time: the
cattle grazes peacefully in the midst of a picturesque landscape which is left untouched by
American technology,
presenting indeed an
“agricultural paradise” (Smith
124) to the audience. If the
myth of the garden is a
collective representation of the
promise of a simpler and

happier life in American society
(Smith 123 and 124), then

o . Fig. 11 Agrarian pastoralism revived: Tammy Strobel’s
Minimalism undoubtedly lifestyle depicts a modern version of the ideological figure of
the self-sufficient yeoman farmer (Minimalism).

revives this historical American

dream. By portraying voluntary simplicity as an opportunity to return to American
pastoralism, the myth of the garden is given a new form which allows the historical concept to
thrive — even today, in contemporary American society. In many ways, the simple lifestyle in
a tiny home close to nature is thus depicted as a “true” American way of life, echoing the
iconic ideal of the self-sufficient yeoman farmer which had been such a vital historical part of
the myth of the pastoral garden (Smith 133). In order to realize this lifestyle in a small home,
voluntary simplifier Tammy Strobel gladly resigned her exhausting job that required “sitting
in a cubicle for 10 to 12 hours a day” (Minimalism) which not only made her unhappy but
also led to the deterioration of her health. By centering the interview on the fact that she gave
up those elements of her life which define the reality of the average American worker, the
documentary implicitly distances itself from the idea of labor as the all-determining force in
American society. This standpoint is later revisited by tiny home designer Jay Austin, who
remarks that “tiny houses seem like the perfect solution to a problem we haven’t yet figured
out, which is, how do we go from working throughout our lifetime to enjoying a lifetime with
a bit of work here and there?” (Minimalism). The image of the pastoral garden can thus not be
embraced by the documentary without a simultaneous rejection of specific elements of the
“actual, man-made garden” (Marx 85), namely American culture’s prioritization of work-
related discipline and performance (Marx 86).

Although the documentary undoubtedly espouses the underlying ideology of the
pastoral garden as an ideal for American society, it is important to note that Minimalism at

large does not portray voluntary simplifiers as completely removed from contemporary urban
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American life which is such a vital part of the “actual, man-made garden” (Marx 85). Instead
of rejecting the capitalist system altogether and escaping into the historical myth of American
pastoralism, simple livers acknowledge the presence and irreversibility of technology-driven
modern society. This is directly in line with Elgin’s assertion that it would be wrong to equate
simple living with a rural life in isolation (78). Contrastingly, Elgin describes voluntary
simplicity as a “‘make the most of wherever you are’ movement”, which he associates with
the practice of “adapting ourselves creatively to a rapidly changing world in the context of big
cities and suburbs” (78). When simple livers such as Ryan and Joshua travel to metropolitan
places such as Las Vegas and Los Angeles in order to spread their message, it becomes clear
that they recognize the given capitalist boundaries in order to set change into motion from
within the system. This is also emphasized by Joshua during their presentation in Las Vegas:
“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with consumption. The problem was compulsory
consumption” (Minimalism). Even if the aspect of limited consumption is at the very heart of
the VS movement, this statement proves how simple livers negotiate their own lifestyle within

American society: they are still consuming, but more deliberately than the average American;

they might be still working, but
on their own conditions and
frequently with less working
hours; the city as the capitalist
center is not abandoned, but
integrated into the process of
inspiring non-adherents to reflect
upon their lifestyle. Voluntary
simplifiers in Minimalism
therefore ultimately envision
American society as a dual place
in which the simple-living
attitude of the pastoral garden
and the technological progress
created by the western “man-

made” (Marx 85) garden are able

to coexist and thrive without Fig. 12 The machine in the garden: Minimalism visually
mutually excluding each other. interprets the practice of voluntary simplicity as a balanced

coexistence of progressive American modernity and nature-
This hybridity composed of affirmative simplicity (Minimalism).
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simplicity and nature on the one hand and technological modernity on the other hand
ultimately manifests itself visually in the documentary, too: whether it is Colin Wright sitting
on a cliff with his Apple laptop or the image of a car driving through the woods right at the
end of the documentary, Minimalism leaves no doubt that voluntary simplicity is aligned with
the future of American technological progress. By symbiotically combining elements of both
metaphorical gardens, the concept of voluntary simplicity proves that both visions for an ideal
American society are compatible with one another, thereby realizing Beverly’s dream of
reconciling the two gardens (Marx 86 and 87).

2. The Political Nature of Voluntary Simplicity

The previous analysis suggests that the voluntary simplifiers interviewed in
Minimalism as well as the documentary’s larger visual structure propose a certain vision of
what an ideal American society might look like based on the historical and strikingly
ambiguous concept of the pastoral garden. The documentary’s implicit viewpoint that a
simple lifestyle with fewer working hours enables individuals to approximate this utopian
vision raises the question whether this perspective can be interpreted as being a part of an
inherent political nature present in the documentary’s portrayal of voluntary simplicity. The
scholarly canon on the politicization of the VS movement is just as rich as it is divided: while
some academics emphasize the political potential of the movement (Zamwel et al. 200),
others assert that simple livers’ individualistic attitude and lack of community-based
organization obstructs collective political action (Grigsby 8) or even dismiss the very idea of
an existent political attitude among simple livers. This section will contribute to this vibrant
scholarly discussion by examining to what degree (or if at all) a political nature of the VS
movement can be identified in Minimalism.

Historically speaking, the movement tended to be apolitical — something which is still
reflected in the contemporary absence of a clear, explicit political agenda voiced by voluntary
simplifiers (Alexander 296 and 298). At first sight, this apolitical stance seems to have been
adopted by the two major minimalists of the documentary. When talking about the influence
of their simple lifestyle, Joshua emphasizes: “[w]e’re out sharing a recipe. You know we’re
not out here trying to proselytize. We’re not trying to convert anyone to minimalism”
(Minimalism). Joshua thus clarifies that embracing the concept of voluntary simplicity needs
to be understood as a personal choice rather than presenting himself as a politically engaged
simplifier who actively recruits new adherents for a political cause. This is directly in line
with Alexander’s statement that the American mainstream wants personal consumer (and thus

lifestyle) preferences to remain private rather than being tied to the realm of politics and
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regulations (298 and 299). This liberal and thus ultimately individualistic approach to
voluntary simplicity is frequently viewed as the major reason for the movement’s “failure” to
translate simplifiers’ personal desire to reduce consumption into collective political action
(Rodriguez 8). Alexander even calls for the need of the VS movement to politicize, organize
and radicalize if any substantial changes in Americans’ consumption patterns ought to be
achieved (287).

While this might be considered a drawback to an analysis of Minimalism as a film
which advocates a specific political viewpoint, Zamwel et al.’s interpretation of the VS
movement as a site of personalized politics offers a refreshingly different perspective. Their
work reconceptualizes the idea of political participation, arguing that voluntary simplifiers
still contribute to the political arena even if they might seem apolitical at first sight (Zamwel
et al. 214). On the basis of Bennett’s concept of “personalized politics” (Zamwel et al. 200),
the article interprets simple livers’ private lifestyle choice of reduced consumption as a
personalized form of political action that consciously resists American society’s capitalist
structures and consumer culture (Zamwel et al. 203 and 208). It depicts a powerful alternative
to formal, institutionalized politics since it can be acted out by simple livers on an individual
level in the private realm — which makes their political influence difficult to trace but beyond
doubt crucial to examine (Zamwel et al. 200). The concept of personalized politics can indeed
be applied to Minimalism, since both simplifiers’ influential actions in the private, personal
sphere as well as their concomitant anti-consumerist attitude is continuously highlighted
throughout the documentary. While Joshua seems reluctant to make any statements that might
be interpreted as political, Ryan clearly voices the idea of personalized politics: “[t]he whole
point of this message, the whole point of us sharing this story, is to help people curb that
appetite for more things, because it is such a destructive path to go down” (Minimalism). In
his statement, the simplifier clearly acknowledges their ultimate goal of inspiring social
change by sharing their individual actions and personal lifestyle with potential future
members of the VS movement, while also defining consumerism — and therefore the very
driving force of capitalism — in strongly negative terms.

Ryan’s desire to help people in becoming less dependent on the seemingly destructive
influence of capitalism is in accordance with the findings that anti-capitalism is one of the two
major political concerns of simple livers (Zamwel et al. 208). Even if the documentary does
not explicitly advocate a politically driven anti-capitalist attitude (which might be considered
an offense to American patriotism by the film’s American audience), Minimalism

nevertheless implicitly sheds light on simplifiers’ transformative lifestyle choices in a
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strikingly anti-capitalist framework. This not only manifests itself in simple livers’ rejection
of excessive consumption, but also in their strong criticism of the very cultural and
ideological engine of American capitalism — namely the Protestant work ethic (PWE). On the
basis of Max Weber’s well-known work The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,
Amos et al. define PWE as an ideological concept which quintessentially praises hard work
and discipline (n.p.). Although PWE was originally based on the Calvinist belief that work-
related productivity was a way of honoring God (Amos et al. 2), the concept’s religious
element is no longer a vital part of Americans’ contemporary embrace of the work ethic
(Miller et al. 453). While many American workers have internalized the idea of hard work as
the very foundation of success and contentment (Porter 536 and 539), the documentary’s
simple livers repeatedly criticize American society’s underlying Protestant work ethic as an
illusory concept which obstructs lasting physical and psychological wellbeing. Almost all
simple livers interviewed in Minimalism have their own story of how a constant focus on
work hindered their achievement of true happiness: Joshua failed to spend time with his
deceased mother because of his time-consuming work, Ryan admits that his careerism led to
debt and discontent, tiny house owner Tammy Strobel and Courtney Carver both were in bad
health because of their exhausting jobs, and Colin Wright left behind his work in LA to finally
realize his dream of being a full-time traveler (Minimalism). In this context, interviewees’
language is central in constructing PWE and thus capitalism at large as a direct antidote to the
realization of American liberty and happiness. The average American worker is described as
“confused”, “tricked” and thus ultimately “trapped” (Minimalism) in the “capitalist rat race”—
something which in the eyes of simple livers can only be overcome by a radical reduction of
working hours or even complete termination of one’s job as a traditional wage worker.

One of the most memorable examples of a simple liver who made this job-related
transformation from a financially driven careerist to a self-proclaimed “professional
troublemaker” and “nomad” (aj-leon.com) is former Wall-Street broker AJ Leon. Quite
surprisingly, it was the moment in which all his professional goals became reality that Leon
grew disillusioned with society’s highly valued work ethic. During his interview in
Minimalism, he recounts the decisive moment in which a significant promotion by his boss
caused his final emotional breakdown: “I just started weeping, because I realized that I was
completely and utterly trapped. And that | would never be able to walk away from that amount
of money ever in my life. And any dream that I had of living a life of purpose and meaning,
and being an adventurer, and somebody that would actually take risks, and live a life that’s

deliberate and intentional, those were gone” (Minimalism) [emphasis added]. The sincerity in
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his voice and his emotive language ultimately characterizes the embrace of the PWE doctrine
- e as a lifeless existence that

; stifles any potential source of
contentment and meaning. By
telling his personal story of how
he eventually abandoned this
work- and finance-driven
attitude in order to pursue a life

that is “wildly” and

“flamboyantly” his life

Fig 13. “Completely and utterly trapped”: AJ Leon’s soul-
stirring account effectively embodies the documentary’s

criticism of PWE (Minimalism). documentary’s larger anti-

(Minimalism), the

capitalist perspective is given a human face. Just like in the case of Ryan and Joshua’s
childhood narratives, his past experience is thus utilized in order to create an emotional
connection with the audience. The viewer’s identification with Leon as a character allows the
documentary to convince the audience of the idea that PWE (and thus capitalism at large) is
not only personally destructive, but also can only be effectively resisted by joining the VS
movement’s preference of fewer working hours far away from the direct influence of
capitalism.

These findings show that the political nature of the VS movement as it is constructed
by the documentary might be more complex than visible at first sight. Even if simplifiers like
Joshua distance themselves rhetorically from the political arena, their influential actions in the
private realm as well as the documentary’s larger structure can still be interpreted as an
attempt to influence non-simplifiers’ lifestyle choices by criticizing specific elements of the
capitalist system. What has consequently been neglected by scholars who dismiss the
contemporary VS movement as politically irrelevant is the crucial role of personalized
politics, which proves to be a powerful tool in inspiring non-adherents to embrace the concept
of voluntary simplicity. In contrast to Alexander’s statement that the VS movement has not
yet collectively organized (287), Minimalism documents the rise of a movement which is
based on solidarity, group consciousness, and mutual support. The sense of individualism that
is tied to voluntary simplicity should therefore not be perceived as a hurdle which needs to be
overcome, but proves to be the very entrance point into the political arena: after all, it is the
power of Ryan and Joshua’s personal stories which inspires hundreds of listeners among their

organized events to simplify their lifestyles. As mentioned earlier, this is not to say that



simple livers like Joshua and Ryan act entirely
detached from the capitalist framework,
however. As rightfully observed by Rodriguez,
for instance, the two minimalists do indeed
equate time and money, which can be identified
as an inherently capitalist worldview (7).
Another limitation to their anti-capitalist position
is the fact that Minimalism occasionally also
implicitly promotes the minimalists’ memoir
Everything that Remains, which can be
paradoxically interpreted as an attempt to
commodify the concept of voluntary simplicity
for the sake of financial rewards (Rodriguez 7).
Even outside the documentary one might happen
to come across further ambiguities that seem to
contradict their strong rejection of PWE: while
Joshua and Ryan emphasize that they left their
jobs because of their lack of time for personal
relationships, Joshua acknowledges on his

Instagram account that all his new work projects
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o joshuafieldsmillburn @ « Folgen

joshuafieldsmillburn Goodbye, 2017. It
was the best of times; it was the most
discombobulating of times. Within the last
twelve months, @RyanNicodemus and |
released our documentary on Netflix,
started working on two new film projects,
maoved our families to Los Angeles, began
building a podcast and film studio,
produced our first physical good with
@PakiBags, wrote dozens of essays,
recorded more than 60 podcast episodes,
interviewed with more than 100 media
outlets, embarked on a 50-city
international tour, and contributed to
various charities. On their own, these are
all worthwhile endeavors. But crammed
into one year, it was too much—especially
considering I've been dealing with a slew
of health issues: C. Diff, mercury
poisoning, multiple chemical sensitivities,
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Fig. 14 Simplicity-affirmative goals meet
reality: Joshua admits the difficulty of
shaping his life in accordance with the
VS movement’s embrace of less working
hours (Instagram, 31 December 2017).

that came along with his identity as an outspoken simplifier have in fact become

overwhelming. Yet, his honesty and subsequent statement that he intends to reduce his

workload once again confirms that being a voluntary simplifier is a process which requires

constant self-reflection and the willingness to change. Overall, this analysis suggests that the

VS movement as it is portrayed in Minimalism does - at least to some degree - inherit a

political nature, even if it might only become visible after deconstructing its apolitical surface.

3. Conclusion

The assessment of the politicization of the VS Movement ultimately demonstrates that

no hard-and-fast assumptions about the political stance of voluntary simplifiers can be made.

Minimalism provides new insights into simple livers’ ambiguous relationship with capitalism

and thus also the realm of politics at large. The documentary’s argumentative approach proves

that the absence of a clear political agenda is not necessarily accompanied by a lack of

political influence: even if some interviewees like Joshua refrain from taking a political

position, Minimalism still subtly shapes the audience’s political perspective by portraying the
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ideological foundation of capitalism (i.e. PWE) as a destructive force in American society.
Throughout both sections of this final chapter, however, it still becomes clear that the
minimalists still operate within a capitalist framework rather than completely rejecting it. This
ultimately creates a sense of duality and tension which is subject to the historical concept of
the pastoral garden as well as simplifiers’ apolitical-yet-political position. In the case of the
pastoral garden, this tension can be resolved by envisioning American society as a place
where simplicity and technology are able to thrive simultaneously. Simplifiers’ (a)political
position seems to be more complicated in this respect, since the documentary’s desire to put
forward a compelling political argument as well as the two minimalists’ political influence
through personalized politics seems to be incongruent with Joshua’s rhetorical distance from
the political arena. Rather than viewing these findings as a setback, however, these findings
need to be understood as an invitation for future research to analyze the political potential of

the VS movement with a greater eye for complexity and nuance.
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Conclusion

Voluntary simplicity —a movement without any formal recruitment system, no clear
guideline for admittance, no official political agenda, no organized hierarchy, no apparent
leadership (Grigsby 8). How can one represent such a movement, with practitioners whose
personal interpretation of the concept is just as diverse and individualistic as their own
multifaceted backgrounds? This thesis scrutinized a documentary which took up the challenge
to portray the movement authentically - including all its complexities and ambiguities. My
personal challenge has been to deconstruct the construction, to strap the film from its
cinematic layers in order to lay bare the documentary’s own core understanding of the VS
movement. In the introduction, | anticipated that Minimalism will persuasively showcase how
simple livers integrate the anti-consumerist attitude into their lives from an inherently
western, American perspective. While this hypothesis could be confirmed throughout the
course of this thesis, the visual analysis of Minimalism enabled me to gain a much more
nuanced insight into the film’s construction of voluntary simplicity. In addition to a
discussion of potential future research in the field, this final chapter will touch upon the four
major findings of this thesis: the relevance of personal narratives, the film’s emphasis of
transformation and honesty, the movement’s ambiguous doctrine of non-interference, and
simple livers’ intricate relationship to capitalism.

Throughout the second chapter, it became clear that Minimalism effectively employs
the expository mode’s focus on an informing logic in order to convince the audience of the
factual benefits of simple living. Despite the significance of experts’ contributions, however,
there is not a shadow of doubt that Minimalism thrives on the captivating personal narratives
of its simple-living social actors. By choosing a type of interaction that enables interviewees
to express their own attitude towards the movement freely, Matt D’ Avella provides a unique
and strikingly personal glimpse into the VS movement. In this context, the two charismatic
minimalists Joshua and Ryan are moved into the center of attention. By touching upon
different themes, their path to minimalism is explored in vibrant colors and tones. These
themes range from an emotionally charged discussion of their traumatic childhood
experiences to an examination of their shifting moral self-image. Particularly memorable
performative-based scenes such as Joshua’s soliloquy furthermore inherit a strikingly
dramatic, self-reflective (and ultimately social) criticism that delves deeper into his personal
motives to join the movement. On the basis of these insights, it becomes clear that the

documentary’s persuasive power depends on simple livers’ willingness to share their own
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stories which in return strongly encourages the audience to become emotionally involved with
simplifiers’ philosophy of life.

In all of the above-mentioned scenes, Minimalism does not tire to emphasize how
voluntary simplifiers like Joshua and Ryan underwent a remarkable personal transformation
by shaping their lives according to the values of voluntary simplicity. Whether it is Joshua
and Ryan’s shift from traumatized children to confident, fulfilled adults or their change from
immoral business men to morally superior simple livers, the documentary constantly contrasts
and compares their past and present identity. Voluntary simplicity is portrayed as a concept
which helps to fight their personal demons, whereas excessive consumerism and careerism are
interpreted as a major barrier to greater life satisfaction. Joshua and Ryan’s transformation is
always envisioned as a process, something which evolves over time on the basis of their self-
reflexive insights. Whether it is Joshua’s painful realization that he did not spend enough time
with his mother or Ryan’s guilty conscience about having used people for the sake of profit,
their honesty about past mistakes might be one of the greatest persuasive tools the
documentary has to offer. By acknowledging their wrongdoings, the two minimalists not only
establish a foundation of trust and identification on behalf of the viewer, but also encourage
the audience to critically examine their own lives. Joshua and Ryan’s transformation to
dedicated simple livers is therefore not completely isolated from the audience’s own identity,
but instead is highlighted by the documentary in order to inspire non-adherents to follow their
example.

Another aspect which has reverberated throughout this thesis is the movement’s
doctrine of non-interference. Despite the fact that Minimalism portrays Joshua and Ryan’s
past as average consumers and overambitious workers in strongly negative and at times even
immoral terms, the two simple livers clarify that they do not intend to judge non-practitioners
for their chosen lifestyle. This is also in accordance with their apolitical position which has
been examined in chapter three: Joshua repeatedly posits that they do not try to convert
anyone to voluntary simplicity, thereby making it a personal choice whether or not others will
join the movement. These findings ultimately align with the “no shame no blame” approach
(Sandlin and Walther 306) present in the VS movement. At the same time, however, the
movement’s attitude towards the non-interference doctrine was found to be more complex
than visible at sight. Even though simple livers like Joshua and Ryan refrain from making any
direct political statements, they still engage in personalized politics by means of reduced
consumption as well as by sharing their story to inspire non-voluntary simplifiers to embrace

the concept. The documentary at large also attempts to shape non-adherents perception about
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the movement. By depicting the average American consumer as a greedy, dislikeable and
inherently immoral caricature who is left out of the personal narrative, Minimalism effectively
manipulates the audience’s perception of non-practitioners and thus also their own self-
perception. Likewise, the poetic mode is additionally utilized to construct the American world
of consumption as a strangely alienating place in which individuals merge into one
homogeneous group of uncivilized consumers. Interviewees’ apolitical statements and the
documentary’s own argumentative approach thus ultimately exhibit an ambiguous
relationship towards the movement’s non-interference doctrine.

Another element which is connected to a strong sense of ambiguity and tension is
simple livers’ attitude towards capitalism. One the one hand, voluntary simplicity is
constructed as a concept which allows its adherents to escape the seemingly destructive forces
of capitalism. By reviving the historical myth of the garden, the documentary interprets
voluntary simplicity as a way to approximate the American pastoral ideal: both the larger
visual structure of idyllic scenes as well as the embrace of a self-sufficient life in tiny houses
with less working hours point towards a move away from capitalist society. Likewise, simple
livers’ attitudes towards careerism are also discussed in a remarkably anti-capitalist
framework. The emotionally charged interview with AJ Leon, for instance, leaves no doubt
that the traditionally American Protestant work ethic is strongly criticized by simple livers,
thereby ultimately rejecting the very driving force of capitalism. Simultaneously, however,
voluntary simplifiers interviewed in Minimalism still act within the capitalist system. Despite
the film’s embrace of the pastoral garden as a valuable concept, the documentary still
interprets the technology-driven accomplishments of the western “man-made” garden (Marx
85) as a crucial element of simplifiers’ identity in modern American capitalism. Especially
Ryan and Joshua’s versatile involvement in the capitalist system demonstrates that simplifiers
attempt to spread the simple lifestyle within the boundaries of capitalism rather than
attempting to radically alter the system as such. These seemingly paradoxical dynamics
present in the documentary thus show the complex relationship between simple livers and
American capitalism.

Due to the visual analysis of Minimalism, I gained a greater understanding of the
documentary’s complex construction of voluntary simplicity. By answering the research
question, 1 was able to use my interpretation of the documentary in order to draw larger
conclusions about various relevant facets of the VS movement — be it in the realm of politics,
history, or persuasive strategies. Due to the limited scope of this thesis, however, | had to

make certain compromises with regard to the analytical aspects | selected for discussion.
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Given the dynamic and multifaceted nature of the movement, the topic is rich enough for
further explorations in future research, some of which I would like to point out in the
following paragraph.

In the third chapter, | examined the political nature of the VS movement as it is
constructed in Minimalism. In this context, the analysis concentrated primarily on simplifiers’
ambiguous relationship towards capitalism. While anti-capitalism depicts one of the two
major political motivations of simple livers, this thesis did not delve into the second,
environmentalist political aspect of voluntary simplicity (Zamwel et al. 208). On various
occasions, the documentary explores the destructive impact of excessive consumerism on the
environment, which could be assessed in greater detail. Another promising aspect for future
research which is tied to the political realm is simple livers’ own position within American
society’s race, class, and gender structures. It is quite striking that the VS movement does not
officially advocate greater racial ethnic or gender equality, but instead tends to attach little
importance to these issues (Grigsby 120-121). Unfortunately, this approach undermines the
fact that the movement is largely comprised of individuals with a privileged position in
society, i.e. white, financially well-equipped people (Grigsby 124). Minimalism seems to
adopt the movement’s general viewpoint: although most simple livers interviewed in the
documentary are mainly from a white, affluent background, Minimalism does not critically
discuss their privileged social backgrounds. The effects and controversial nature of
simplifiers’ concealed yet critical advantageous social position could be explored on the basis
of Richard Dyer’s work on whiteness, for instance, since he conceptualizes whiteness as a
powerful yet largely invisible category. Last but certainly not least, there is a general tendency
within the field of voluntary simplicity research to interpret the VS movement solely as a
western phenomenon, whereas the movements’ non-western manifestations remains largely
unexplored. As stated by Grigsby, both the practices and the ideology of the movement are
subject to constant elaboration and change (25), which means that scholars need to broaden
their perspective on the VS movement if they seek to veraciously capture its scope and
complexities. Documentaries such as Jeong Kwan which features a female Buddhist
embracing a simple lifestyle in a temple in South Korea, for instance, could be a refreshing
starting point for the exploration of the movement’s non-western context.

In the end, this thesis allowed me to critically assess a movement which offers
promising solution approaches to global as well as personal challenges. Minimalism
constructs voluntary simplicity as an effective way to tackle universal human problems,

whether it is the detrimental effects of excessive consumerism or more personal issues such as
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people’s increasing feeling of loneliness in the 21% century due to society’s emphasis of
careerism instead of personal relationships. Above all, however, the documentary offers the
audience the chance to immerse themselves into an alternative way of life - a path which
refuses to live up to western society’s expectations but instead seeks individual approaches
towards happiness. Whether or not their lifestyle is ultimately embraced by the documentary’s
audience remains a decision that needs to be taken into consideration on a personal basis.
However one might decide, | would like to conclude this thesis in the spirit of voluntary
simplicity with the inspiring words of Joshua Millburn: “use things and love people, because

the opposite never works” (Minimalism).
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