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Reflection: Downsizing

“As artists and professionals it is our obligation to enact our own internal 

revolution, a private insurrection inside our own skulls. In this uprising we 

free ourselves from the tyranny of consumer culture. We overthrow the 

programming of advertising, movies, video games, magazines, TV, and MTV by 

which we have been hypnotized from the cradle. We unplug ourselves from the 

grid by recognizing that we will never cure our restlessness by contributing our 

disposable income to the bottom line of Bullshit, Inc., but only by doing our work.”

Steven Pressfield, The War of Art (2002), p. 32

Steven Pressfield is an American author of fiction, non-fiction, and screenplays.  

His works include The Legend of Begger Vance, Gates of Fire, and The War of Art

Goals: 

Participants will:

reflect on the role of material objects in their lives¸¸

learn more about downsizing and minimalist movements ¸¸

have an opportunity to imagine making changes in their lives. ¸¸

Note to facilitator: This reflection will have most impact if introduced towards the end of 

the Project TEN experience, in the last few weeks before participants return home. 

Introduction: Where Do You Stand Now?

Reflect back on the minimalism-to-comfort continuum from Session 1. 

If it’s not still on the board, draw it again: 

Minimalism                                                                                              Comfort

 



276

Project TEN  Identity Design, Presentation I
Project TEN  Identity Design, Presentation I

Reflection: Downsizing��

Ask participants: 

Where did you place yourselves previously, at the beginning of this unit? Do you still view 

yourself as being at the same position, or would you like to move along the scale?

In this session, we will reflect on the importance of material objects in our lives and 

consider what it might look like to downsize, or cut down on the quantity of things we 

own, purchase, and consume. 

Note to facilitator: Not everyone in the group will necessarily endorse the notion 

of downsizing, let alone to the degree that we will introduce during this session. Make 

sure to frame this session in a way that encourages participants to consider, or imagine 

downsizing, but does not sound as if we are telling them to do so, or as if we think that 

this is the only way to live ethical lives. Participants should consider what it might mean to 

downsize, or make changes, on their own terms. 

Below you will find 2 case studies presenting individuals who took serious steps to 

downsize the “stuff” in their lives. Read and discuss each of these examples.
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Case Study 1: The 100 Thing Challenge

http://guynameddave.com/100-thing-challenge/

Dave Bruno and his family dedicated a weekend several years ago to cleaning out their 

house. At the end of the day, the house was still a mess and he couldn’t find anything! Like 

many of us, they had accumulated years of clutter, items and products they had purchased 

and were now just filling up space. That was when they decided they needed to downsize. 

Dave launched the “100 Thing Challenge,” challenging ourselves – and others – to start 

getting rid of most of their “stuff.” Dave was able to pare his possessions down to 100 

things (not including books, which he could not part with). 

With his blog and his book, “The 100 Thing Challenge,” Dave has become a spokesperson 

for simple, minimalist living, and advocates downsizing dramatically as a path towards 

happiness and fulfillment. 

Watch this video interview with Dave Bruno:

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P7AdVFz1npI

Questions to consider:
What do you think about Dave?��

Does his approach sound extreme to you?��

Would you be capable of this?��

Imagine a less extreme version of his challenge. What would it entail? ��

http://guynameddave.com/100-thing-challenge/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P7AdVFz1npI
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Case Study 2:

But Will It Make You 
Happy?
By Stephanie Rosenbloom | The New 
York Times, August 7, 2010

Source: http://www.nytimes.

com/2010/08/08/business/08consume.

html?pagewanted=all

She had so much. A two-bedroom 

apartment. Two cars. Enough wedding 

china to serve two dozen people.

Yet Tammy Strobel wasn’t happy. Working 

as a project manager with an investment 

management firm in Davis, Calif., and 

making about $40,000 a year, she was, 

as she put it, caught in the “work-spend 

treadmill“.

So one day she stepped off.

Inspired by books and blog entries about 

living simply, Ms. Strobel and her husband, 

Logan Smith, both 31, began donating 

some of their belongings to charity. As 

the months passed, out went stacks of 

sweaters, shoes, books, pots and pans, 

even the television after a trial separation 

during which it was relegated to a closet. 

Eventually, they got rid of their cars, too. 

Emboldened by a Web site that challenges 

consumers to live with just 100 personal 

items, Ms. Strobel winnowed down her 

wardrobe and toiletries to precisely that 

number. Her mother called her crazy.

Today, three years after Ms. Strobel and 

Mr. Smith began downsizing, they live in 

Portland, Ore., in a spare, 400-square-

foot studio with a nice-sized kitchen. 

Mr. Smith is completing a doctorate in 

physiology; Ms. Strobel happily works 

from home as a Web designer and 

freelance writer. She owns four plates, 

three pairs of shoes and two pots. With 

Mr. Smith in his final weeks of school, Ms. 

Strobel’s income of about $24,000 a year 

covers their bills. They are still car-free 

but have bikes. One other thing they no 

longer have: $30,000 of debt.

Ms. Strobel’s mother is impressed. Now 

the couple have money to travel and to 

contribute to the education funds of 

nieces and nephews. And because their 

debt is paid off, Ms. Strobel works fewer 

hours, giving her time to be outdoors, and 

to volunteer, which she does about four 

hours a week for a nonprofit outreach 

program called Living Yoga.

”The idea that you need to go bigger to be 

happy is false,” she says. “I really believe 

that the acquisition of material goods 

doesn’t bring about happiness“.

While Ms. Strobel and her husband 

overhauled their spending habits before 

the recession, legions of other consumers 

have since had to reconsider their own 

lifestyles, bringing a major shift in the 

nation’s consumption patterns.

”We’re moving from a conspicuous 

consumption — which is ‘buy without 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/08/business/08consume.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/08/business/08consume.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/08/business/08consume.html?pagewanted=all
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regard’ — to a calculated consumption,” 

says Marshal Cohen, an analyst at the 

NPD Group, the retailing research and 

consulting firm.

...While it is unlikely that most consumers 

will downsize as much as Ms. Strobel did, 

many have been, well, happily surprised 

by the pleasures of living a little more 

simply. The Boston Consulting Group 

said in a June report that recession 

anxiety had prompted a “back-to-basics 

movement,” with things like home and 

family increasing in importance over the 

last two years, while things like luxury and 

status have declined…

…FOR the last four years, Roko Belic, a 

Los Angeles filmmaker, has been traveling 

the world making a documentary called 

“Happy.” Since beginning work on the film, 

he has moved to a beach in Malibu from 

his house in the San Francisco suburbs. 

San Francisco was nice, but he couldn’t 

surf there.

“I moved to a trailer park,” says Mr. Belic, 

“which is the first real community that I’ve 

lived in in my life.” Now he surfs three or 

four times a week. “It definitely has made 

me happier,” he says. “The things we are 

trained to think make us happy, like having 

a new car every couple of years and buying 

the latest fashions, don’t make us happy.”

Mr. Belic says his documentary shows 

that “the one single trait that’s common 

among every single person who is happy 

is strong relationships.”

Buying luxury goods, conversely, tends to 

be an endless cycle of one-upmanship, in 

which the neighbors have a fancy new car 

and — bingo! — now you want one, too, 

scholars say. A study published in June in 

Psychological Science by Ms. Dunn and 

others found that wealth interfered with 

people’s ability to savor positive emotions 

and experiences, because having an 

embarrassment of riches reduced the 

ability to reap enjoyment from life’s 

smaller everyday pleasures, like eating a 

chocolate bar…

…MS. STROBEL — our heroine who moved 

into the 400-square foot apartment — is 

now an advocate of simple living, writing in 

her spare time about her own life choices 

at Rowdykittens.com.

“My lifestyle now would not be possible if 

I still had a huge two-bedroom apartment 

filled to the gills with stuff, two cars, and 

30 grand in debt,” she says.

“Give away some of your stuff,” she 

advises. “See how it feels.”

After reviewing these 2 case studies, 

discuss with participants:

Discussion:

How do you feel about ��

these examples of downsizers?

Do you think they are extreme?��

Do you think some version of ��

downsizing is admirable?

Would you be able to downsize? How ��

far would you be able to go? 
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Exercise: 

Tell participants:

Refer back to the trigger exercise from the first learning 

session, when we inventoried our closets and counted up 

the stuff we own. 

You are challenged now to to reduce your possessions (on 

paper, at least; not necessarily in actuality), until you “own” only 100 things. 

Then lead them in the following discussion. 

 

Discussion: 

How do you react to this exercise? Was it easy? Difficult? ��

Is it challenging to get rid of things? If so, why so?  If not, why not?��

Why do we develop attachments to our possessions? Are there types of possessions ��

that you attribute more emotional significance to? If so, which types?

Do you think you could ever actually participate in the 100 Thing Challenge? Why or ��

why not?

Is there value in parting with something you possess but may not need? If so, what is ��

it?

Do you agree with the goals of Dave Bruno and other activists like him? ��

Try this easy downsizing idea:
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Unit 5: Sustainability

Tractate Ta’anit 23a מסכת תענית כ"ג.

I found a world with carob trees; 

Just as my fathers planted for me, 

so I plant for my children.

אני עולם מלא חרובים מצאתי, 

כשם שנטעו לי אבותי 

כך אטע אני לבני 

 Tractate Sanhedrin 37aמסכת סנהדרין לז.

כי צריך כל אדם לומר:

כל העולם לא נברא אלא בשבילי. 

Therefore, every single person is obliged 

to say: the world was created for my sake. 
      
                           

In our quest to answer the meta-question “how 

can I live a just life?” sustainability provides an 

answer that can address challenges both in the 

developing and western worlds. Sustainability is 

about maximizing natural and human resources, 

which participants will experience first-hand 

through their work on the sustainable volunteer 

projects on Project TEN The sessions in this 

unit put together these experiences and help 

participants feel out and explore putting these 

values into practice. Lastly, they will consider 

what it means to take these values back home. 

Sessions:

What is Sustainability?1. 

Sustainable Initiatives2. 

Reflection Session: Sustainability and me3. 
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Introduction to the Unit:

Let us consider the various perceptions of the relationship 

between humans and nature. If humanity is regarded as the 

center of the Universe, so to speak, then the world is ours for 

the taking. However, if humanity is cast with the responsibility 

to ensure that the world itself continues, then it is incumbent 

upon us that we treat our environment with care. This unit takes 

a look at the responsibility that human beings have towards our environment, both physical 

and social. Though traditional Jewish texts pre-date the modern concept of sustainability, we 

find Jewish wisdom regarding the multi-faceted relationship between man and environment. 

The principle of “sustainability” refers to the capacity to endure, as individuals, society at large, 

and the environment. It encourages us to think twice before taking, disposing, or consuming. 

It requires of humans that they hold back, at least to some degree, to restrain themselves. For 

thousands of years, most people subscribed to some form of religious belief system. Religious 

frameworks traditionally demand some kind of culture of restraint. Nowadays, with much of the 

Western world no longer bound by religious mores, and with the pervasive culture emphasizing 

the individual, people have let loose in ways that would not have been acceptable in years 

gone by. For its own well-being, society needs to rein itself in; now, we simply need a different 

motivation for restraint. Sustainability offers this alternative: restraint out of consideration for 

the future, restraint by the individual in consideration of the collective. Sustainable initiatives 

ensure that our children and grandchildren will be born into a world that has resources for 

them, and that their society is one that can thrive. 

Goals:
Participants will:

deepen their understanding of the principle of sustainability¸¸

explore different world views regarding the relationship between people ¸¸
and the environment

explore their own views on this topic¸¸

be exposed to different models of meaningful, sustainable initiatives ¸¸

consider, create, and experience their own meaningful, sustainable initiative  ¸¸

We would like to thank the following individuals for their very significant contributions to this unit: 
Matan Golan of the Center for Neighborhood Sustainability in Be’er Sheva 

Tamir Nir, leader of the sustainable community in Beit HaKerem, Jerusalem 


