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In the1990s, before the Celtic Tiger 
term was coined, Charles Handy, 
the Irish-born business and life 

guru, began to talk about ‘enough’ 
and asked a question of Ireland. 
What would be enough for us? 
How many houses, cars, meals and 
shoes would deliver happiness, to a 
population just beginning to savour 
the rewards of a growing economy. 
In his most recent book, he talks 
about ‘the hungry spirit,’ an evocative 
description of how some of us have 
perhaps been feeling of late, but 
without the language to express it. 

Rather than consider Handy’s 
question and review our own values, 
we seem like most of the world, to 
have signed up unquestioningly to 
the capitalist and consumerist path 
of more and yet more.  The credit 
crunch and the current hunt for the 
guilty seem to have awoken us from a 
sort of slumber or self-induced trance.

We now discover that shopping ‘til 
dropping and ever more consumption 
has got us exactly where? Well here! 
The god of more that we have 
been worshiping led us to believe 
that we would be more satisfied; 
happier; more content; successful; and 
desirable to the opposite sex, if we 
acquired ever-more stuff.

There were clear signals that all 
was not well with our dream of 
happiness through consumption. 
Research was showing that modern 
Irish life and culture, like most of the 
western world, was leading steadily 
to more and more discontent; 
increased obesity; violence; drug use; 
depression; refuse; homelessness; 
suicide; scarcity of time for 
relationships; and a life dominated 
by long commutes and unfulfilling 
work. Somehow we silenced those 
little germs of worry by even more 
consumption or acquisition. 

Ireland has flourished over 
the last ten years and adopted 
dominant values of capitalism and 
consumerism. Most economists 
accept that capitalism improves the 
lives of people more effectively than 
any other economic system to date. 
So this leaves us with an apparent 
dilemma. How do we survive 
economically and leave the excesses 
of consumerism behind? 

Perhaps crafts can help inform 
this debate as an economic study 
conducted in 2005 by the Crafts 
Council of Ireland showed clearly 
that sales of Irish crafts in Ireland 
over the previous four years did 
NOT reflect the ‘increased consumer 
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spending bubble’ that had happened 
in other sectors in Ireland. Sales 
had continued at the same relative 
level. In 2005, this was regarded 
as disappointing and failure but 
perhaps it could now be seen as 
the natural resistance of crafts to 
the boom, and hopefully the bust, of 
rampant consumerism and reflects 
a sector that has a sustainable and 
balanced economic foundation. 
Other anecdotal evidence also 
supports this view.

But why do so many of us have 
such a strong natural desire to 
consume that it suppresses the 
real doubts we have about the 
society that consumerism delivers? 
Recent research into the brain tells 
us we have been acting to a very 
basic and preprogrammed human 
response mechanism that dates 
back to our hunter-gatherer era. 
Scans performed on the brain show 
how the brain’s ‘reward chemical’ 
Dopamine is released as shoppers 
see a product and consider buying 
it. But Dopamine is delivered for the 
chase not the acquisition. Research 
indicates that the reward is fleeting 
and the high of the purchase drops 
off within a few minutes and often 
leaves a sense of regret or remorse. 
Maybe this is why, as a nation, we 
feel the way we do just now? 

So will we try to simply ride out 
the crunch and await a recovery and 
continue more or less on the same 
addictive path? Even if we have - or 
some of us have - the money to 
restart, will we go back to the god 
of consumerism with the same 
degree of enthusiasm and seek our 
short-term consumer fix or will we 
arrive at a new and more thoughtful 
and reflective approach to life, living 
and consumption? Perhaps the best 
antidote to a chemical tendency to 
MORE is a thoughtful and personal 
measure of ENOUGH?

“The underlying principles 
of capitalism, efficiency and the 
bottom line, are too widely applied,” 
said Handy. We are exhorted 
nowadays to run everything, even 
our personal lives, like a business. 
The problem is that the mandates 
of our life, and even many industries, 
like healthcare and social services, 
fall outside the basic structure 
of capitalist or market force 
economics. Charles Handy has the 
following advice for those seeking 
to add true meaning and richness 
to their lives: 
 Know when to say ‘enough.’ 

Eventually, more wealth doesn’t 
add value to your life, it just 
accumulates. 

 Create the sublime. Make room 
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in your life for things that lift your 
spirit like music and art. 

 Reach for immortality. Find a 
way to leave something positive 
behind for the generations that 
will come after you. 

 Help employees achieve their 
dreams. Give them a vision, a 
reason to feel passionate about 
their work. 

 Treat your employees as 
citizens. Today, companies are 
more often a collection of 
people, not machines.

The interesting thing about these very 
insightful pieces of advice - or values 
to live by - is that they could be a 
ready made manifesto for the crafts 
industry, either craft makers or crafts 
consumers, as they fit so well with 
the ethos of a grounded, sustainable, 
innovative and responsible value 
system that underpins craft.

My five reasons for the crafts 
industry to be hopeful…
The following are my predictions  - 
or maybe my wishes - of important 
changes and trends that will emerge 
from the ruins of what was the 
Celtic Tiger mark one:
1 Less, but more considered  

and soulful consumption
The new ‘cool’ will involve personal 
sustainability, investing carefully in 

hardy, well-made and beautiful 
objects made for use, to last and 
become family heirlooms. Less 
disposable income will lead to a new 
interest in ‘slow shopping’, which 
will join the ranks of other slow 
movements such as slow food and 
slow cities. Less stuff picked with little 
care or time in the nearest mall or 
shopping centre with no care for 
where or how it was made.
2 A focus on ‘being’  

rather than buying
Those who survive the crunch 
and own enough already will want 
to invest their time and money 
in learning and seeing, developing 
new skills, making things and will 
do this by connecting with real 
people who have these skills and 
life values. Before the crunch 
happened and since 2001, there has 
been a popular wave of interest in 
craftwork and crafts involvement, 
particularly in the U.S. Currently 
the fastest growing segment of Irish 
tourism is cultural tourism.
3 A new dawn for community, the 

local and the authentic
Post this shock there will be a 
resurgence in community and 
societal engagement as people get 
to grips again with living longer and 
more fully in their communities. As 
moving house and location every 
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three years becomes less affordable 
or economically rewarding more 
care will be applied to home and 
objects in the home. If children 
can again live where they grew up 
this will also apply to immediate 
community and the things that 
make it unique and special including 
local crafts and skills.  We have 
excellent examples of this in 
Ireland through the G.A.A., farmers’ 
markets and tidy towns, why not 
also in crafts and business?
4 New models of business will 

become leading edge
There will be a growth in social 
entrepreneurship and new models 
of enterprise will be tested and 
take root here as they are taking 
root in developing countries, with 
significant Irish involvement. We 
will see use of some of the models 
that we have been exporting to 
Africa and elsewhere as we struggle 
to find new models of enterprise 
that satisfy our economic and 
spiritual wellbeing at home. These 
will engage more people with their 
community, street, town, county 
and country and improve levels of 
creativity and participation.
5 Creativity and innovation  

within communities
As people spend more time and 
invest more in their local area 
and community and have time 
and incentive to do this, we will 
see a  renaissance of crafts and 
cultural industries emerge, much 
like crafts flourished here during 
the recessionary 1970s. The E.U. has 
declared 2009 as the E.U.  Year of 
Creativity and Innovation. It has also 
conducted economic research to 
size and value cultural and creative 
industries in the E.U.. This put a 

turnover value in 2003 terms on the 
sector, of which craft is core, at €654 
billion, a big figure even in an era 
when we are all growing accustomed 
to throwing large numbers around. 

This is a bigger turnover than 
the Information, Communication 
and Technology (ICT) sector in 
the same year at €541billion. The 
contribution to GDP of the cultural 
and creative industries was 2.6%, 
larger than chemicals, rubber and 
plastics at 2.3% and food, beverage 
and tobacco at 1.9%. The cultural 
and creative industries sector 
uniquely was found to bring social 
cohesion and cultural uniqueness as 
a by-product, as well as contributing 
as a creative ingredient in the 
success of other sectors.

These predicted changes also 
bring adjustments to the crafts sector 
and will challenge how craft people 
see themselves, how they deliver 
and communicate the essence of 
their product or service and how 
they organise to work. Small-scale, 
flexible, authentic provenance, local 
rootedness, a value system suited for 
the new millennium and a passion 
for the work are craft’s strongest 
defences against the chill winds of 
economic recession.

Perhaps the current credit 
crunch can do more than all the 
lobbying, campaigning and appeals 
to our better nature has to date to 
inspire us all to turn our back on 
wasteful consumption to embrace 
more emotionally satisfying and 
sustainable ways. Maybe the new 
patriotism as the State reaches 
100 years of age is ‘thoughtful 
consumption’ of goods that have 
been ‘imagined, designed and made 
with passion’ here in Ireland. 

Full bloom 'Old Rose' ceramics  
by Nicholas Mosse

Words by: Jim Dunne

Jim founded the successful brand agency 
'The Identity Business' and has more 
recently founded the not-for-profit civic 
organisation 'Design 21st Century'.
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