
On the Simple Life 
“The art of being wise is the art of knowing what to overlook.”  -William James 

Do You Own Your Stuff or Does Your Stuff Own You? 
 

In many metropolitan areas, the number of individuals that spend a large portion of their 
income on rent is quite common. As their incomes rise with time, their expenses rise in 
conjunction. Their expenses in housing, cars, and luxuries rise all the same. In other words, with 
more money and uncontrolled spending comes lifestyle inflation.  
 

All this income then evaporates before their very eyes as the bills pile up. As their 
monthly expenses rise, now they have to work, and their inflated expenses are there to help them 
stay all the poorer throughout their lives. It is a self-imposed enslavement tax. In such a scenario, 
it would not be you that obtained your possessions, but your possessions that have obtained you.1  

 

Whose Life Are You Really Living? 
 

What we often call the “necessities” of life are entirely subjective. Some things 
necessities in some circles, which in others are mere luxuries, and in others still are entirely 
unknown. Understand that these so-called “standards of living” are set by someone else. These 
standards that are so easily followed if you were not to take a second to reflect on whether such 
material items are needed at all. It is the luxurious and dissipated who set the fashions which the 
herd so diligently follow. There is greater anxiety to have fashionable, or at least clean and 
unpatched clothes more so than even having a sound conscience.2  
 

Such people do not realize that it is their conscience which allows them to have their 
“stuff”. It is an amusing fact that every generation laughs at the old fashions, but religiously 
follows the new. And so the cycle repeats, and as each generation grows old, many wonder why 
they have reached the end of life poor and destitute.3 

 
These self-impoverished individuals seek distractions to pull focus away from their 

misery. These distractions take the form of games and other amusements of civilization, or bread 
and circuses as the Romans would call them. Think of the countless hours wasted by the typical 
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man or woman doing things to “kill time”, such as watching TV, browsing social media or the 
web with no fixed aim. As they do not pursue their own life and life’s passion, they seek an 
outlet by idly watching others pursue theirs. Doing so in a vain attempt to associate others’ 
success as their own. It is not, nor will it ever be. There is no play for them, since this comes 
after work. A work in which they have voluntarily put themselves in bondage.4  

 
While our houses have been improving, the same cannot be said for the people living in 

them. They still make the same mistakes that their forefathers made. These people have not 
considered what a house is truly for, and are needlessly poor all their lives because they think 
that they must have one like their neighbors have.5 This is “keeping up with the Joneses” as the 
saying goes. These efforts to obtain more and more “stuff” is all for show and they are all the 
poorer for it. You may cease to crave if you only cease to display. Our vanity needs a stage to act 
upon. Without a stage, vanity loses its purpose and withers away.6 
 

The Real Cost of Material Possessions 
 

Many people starve not for need of necessities but for want of luxuries. Put in perspective 
that material possessions are cheap, while that which we got for nothing, our time, can never be 
replaced. With that said, every material possession you purchase, know that it did not cost 
money, but cost some of your life’s force. That is not to say that you shouldn’t buy anything, but 
that every purchase should be weighed. Make it a point to have one hundred percent appreciated 
value for every purchase.  
 

Spending of the best part of one’s life earning money to enjoy a questionable liberty 
during the least valuable part is reminiscent of the story of the Englishman who went to India to 
make a fortune first, in order that he might return to England to live the life of a poet. That 
Englishman could have lived his dreams in his youth, but instead he delayed life and chose an 
uncertain future. Money is a means to an end, and not an end itself. Money exists to allow you to 
live the way you want to live. Keep in mind that you must be the master of your possessions, not 
the other way around.7 

 
Live your life as you see fit. Don’t live by the expectations of others. Only in this way 

can you contribute to the world what you were meant to contribute, to sing your song and live 
your life.8 
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“The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation, and go to the grave with the song still in 
them.” -Henry Thoreau 
 

The Principle of Hedonic Adaptation 
 

Many make the argument that they spend lavishly their life’s energy in the pursuit of 
material possessions because it makes them happy. But the reality is that although buying a 
big-ticket item may result in a sudden jolt of happiness, the buyer will soon resort back to their 
mean level of happiness. In other words, buying things will make you no happier over the long 
term.  
 

Think of buying “stuff” to make you happy as akin to a drug addict’s drug addiction. The 
sudden hit leads to an intense rush tempting you to chase the high. The more you pursue it, the 
more tolerance is built toward the drug. This leads to a result where the drug addict overdoses (or 
in the materialist’s case, becomes enslaved to their piles of junk) and will be left all the more 
destitute for it.  
 

A good way to test if you are afflicted by hedonic adaptation is to look back at an item 
you purchased long ago that you thought would make you happy. Say it was your first car, for 
example. Does it give you that same level of joy? If not, hedonic adaptation is likely working its 
effects on you. If you are upgrading these items merely because you think doing so will “make 
you happy”, it is time break the cycle. 

 
“It is not a daily increase, but a daily decrease. Hack away at the inessentials.”  -Bruce Lee 

Keeping it In Perspective 
 

Just as it would be wise to keep in check your material possessions, it would also be 
prudent to make sure that you have enough necessities and wants to live the lifestyle that you 
truly desire. It is madness to avoid useful items that can be easily had at no great expense. What 
is being discussed in this section is plain living, not penance.9 

 
In other words, use your own best judgement. If there are items which you truly desire, it 

is folly to deny yourself of them. Just keep in mind these items’ true price, and if you think it is 
of a high return on investment, there is no good reason to deny yourself.  
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Takeaway: Discern between the material possessions that truly add value to your life and that 
which make you poorer due to upkeep. Just as you examine your actions, examine your 
possessions. All possessions take a chunk of your life, so weigh the costs and spend wisely. 
Make it a point to own your possessions, and not the other way around. If you are working in a 
profession you do not enjoy to obtain a desired path in life, realize that more likely than not you 
can live your desired way of life right now. You need less than you think. 
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