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Dedicated to my mom, and to all that is essential to my happiness.


Introduction

Most books are about more—having more and doing more. This one is about less—how one can live well and better with less. That is, less stuff but the right stuff. It is about how minimalism and living more simply can transform your life and help you make the most of it. This book is not just about getting rid of stuff and clutter; it is also about changing your mindset and looking at life with a new perspective. It is a guide to transforming your life in a holistic way.

The fact that you are reading this book points to a need. A need for more happiness, better mental and emotional well-being, more clarity and control over your life’s purpose, and greater fulfillment. Contrary to general belief, the meeting of these needs lies not so much in adding more to your life but rather in having less. Most of us have been programmed to think that in order to be happier and to make the most out of our life, we need to have more money, more possessions, more gadgets, more friends, bigger houses and cars, bigger job titles … The list of “bigger is better” goes on.

If this were indeed the case, we should be talking about making more money, consuming more, aiming for the next big promotion, and singing the praises of retail “therapy.” Doing all of these gives us a little high, but before long, a feeling of emptiness and dissatisfaction sets in once more, and we look again to having even more as the route to happiness. The cycle repeats itself—the high moments get shorter and more stuff is needed to sustain them and satiate us.

Greater wealth, material consumption, and more choices have not made us any happier compared to our grandparents’ time, when people owned and owed less. Rather than rising levels of well-being, we have seen mounting credit card debt and increasing numbers of self-storage facilities to house the things that we compulsively buy.

“Compared with their grandparents, today’s young adults have grown up with much more affluence, slightly less happiness and much greater risk of depression and assorted social pathology,” notes Hope College psychologist David G. Myers, PhD, author of the article, “The funds, friends, and faith of happy people,” which appeared in the American Psychologist. “Our becoming much better off over the last four decades has not been accompanied by one iota of increased subjective well-being.”

Life is too short for such short-term remedies; we need a cure, not a Band-Aid. We need something that provides us with a holistic and long-term solution. Minimalism can be that solution.

Minimalism is not a deprivation, but a joy. It is about getting rid of excess and the nonessentials, and the act of distilling to what is essential—that which gives us joy, value, and purpose to our lives. It is a practice in evaluating what the constituents of our happiness are and focusing on these essentials for optimal fulfillment. We are not just talking about decluttering the excess physical stuff; we are also talking about our mental and emotional states and how they can be improved. We are looking at achieving a change in our mindset and perspective and creating new habits to bring about a positive and holistic transformation in our life.

A little about myself

So, who am I to tell you that minimalism works? I write a popular blog on minimalism and simple living at Simple and Minimal (simpleandminimal.com). I also run my own businesses, including Live Well With Less (livewellwithless.com), which focuses on helping others live happier and fuller lives through minimalism. In addition, I also head up The Minimalists London Meetup Group, which provides friendship and support to both aspiring and experienced minimalists through social media and various meetup events.

In my previous life, like many, I was also on a success- and consumption-driven journey, but I found little joy and satisfaction. Minimalism has transformed my life, and I believe it can transform yours, too.

After university, I spent many years as a corporate warrior in the telecoms industry, with stints in Asia and America before returning to the UK. At first, the money and prestige that my career brought me gave me much joy and purchasing power. Whenever I felt unhappy and stressed, all I needed to do was go for retail therapy. There were quite a few occasions when I liked a piece of clothing, couldn’t decide which color to buy it in, and so bought them all (it makes me cringe just to think about it now!). As the years went by, I worked harder, traveled more, and earned greater sums of money. Incomprehensibly, I felt unhappier, emptier, more stressed, and increasingly frustrated. Weekends became sacred, as these were the only two days I actually felt happy and in control of my life, and they were for doing my favorite things—like browsing in my favorite bookshops and buying books I hardly had time to read. In a nutshell, I only truly lived two out of seven days in a week, and I was not happy.

In my darkest hour, I realized that I have other options in life. I didn’t have to work at a job I hated that didn’t align with my values and passions. I could pursue my interests and make a living out of them. I didn’t have to live a life I dreaded in order to look forward to retirement (which is not guaranteed for all post–baby boomer generations!). I didn’t need the “stuff” that kept me rooted in a life and job that sucked out joy, hope, and energy.

Instead of subscribing to conventional beliefs and benchmarks, I could define how I want to live my life and what makes it “successful.” I realized that by reorienting myself to the right priorities, by making different but better choices, and by living with less, I could live life with more freedom, awareness, fulfillment, and intensity. I am now living more—with less. If you have not found what you are looking for with more, why not embrace less and see what it has to offer?

Genuine happiness can only be achieved when we transform our way of life from the unthinking pursuit of pleasure to one committed to enriching our inner lives, when we focus on “being more” rather than simply having more.

—Daisaku Ikeda


Chapter 1:
The Heart of Minimalism

What is minimalism?

When you think of the word minimalism, what comes to mind? Monotone clothing? Stark white decor? Near empty spaces? Minimalism can be all of these and a lot more. It is not just a physical manifestation; it is relevant to your mental and emotional levels as well. To get the most out of minimalism, it should be looked at from a holistic perspective and not just a physical one.

Minimalism is really all about reassessing your priorities so that you can strip away the excess and nonessential stuff—the possessions, beliefs, behavior, habits, relationships, and activities—that don’t bring value to your life, and focus on the essential stuff that does.

Minimalism is both personal and individual in its definition and practice. There is no benchmark to dictate that you must own a maximum number of belongings, live in a particular type of space, or adopt a particular lifestyle in order to qualify as a minimalist. There is no all or nothing. Minimalism comes in many different hues, and no two minimalists are exactly alike, but their ultimate goal is the same. What unites and defines them is a common set of beliefs, ethos, and practices. For me, these include:

♦   Keeping only what adds happiness, value, purpose, and freedom to our lives and discarding the rest that is non-essential. This includes both physical (for example, clothes and paperwork) and nonphysical stuff (for example, negative relationships, feelings of worry and stress, unproductive habits, and nonessential commitments).

♦   Focusing on what we simply cannot live without, rather than asking how little we can live with. Living minimally should be a joy and not a deprivation.

♦   Being more conscious and mindful of the things, people, experiences, and situations in our lives, so that we live life with more intention, purpose, and intensity.

Minimalism at a personal level is best described by the Swedish word lagom. Lagom is defined as “enough, sufficient, adequate, just right.” It is also widely translated as “in moderation,” “in balance,” “perfect-simple,” and “suitable.” Notice there are no connotations here of an insufficiency that leads to deprivation and certainly no excess that results from over-consumption. Minimalism is like pouring tea into a cup. Too little tea will fail to satiate a need (thirst), and too much will result in an overflowing cup that requires time and effort to clean up.

A common misperception about minimalism and simplicity is that if you have very little or nothing, you are living life as a minimalist. Some people might say, “I have never had much money and don’t own many possessions, so I guess I am a minimalist.” It is possible that this is true, but minimalism is more about living intentionally and consciously than being financially poor and owning few possessions. It should be a conscious choice rather than something forced upon us.

The focus of minimalism should not be on stuff as much as intention. Some of us might live with few possessions, as it is appropriate for our lifestyle and needs; others might find that their library of three hundred books provides much joy and inspiration. If you love books, getting rid of all your books would probably make you very unhappy, and that defeats the whole premise of minimalism. Minimalism should be about focusing on what is essential to our happiness and fulfillment.

There is a limit, both physical and emotional, that possessions and nonessential stuff can provide us. Buying a $100,000 house might make us very happy. Buying a $500,000 house would not necessarily make us five times happier. This is due to the law of diminishing returns. After a certain point, additional income and possessions do not deliver a significant and corresponding change to our level of happiness; in fact, in many cases, the result is less happiness. Similarly, fewer possessions do not mean less satisfaction. Having less, but having the right stuff, can deliver more fulfillment.

As with most desires and endeavors in life, the ultimate goal or destination is the achievement of happiness. There are many routes and options toward happiness—clearing the clutter in all areas of your life and living minimally by focusing on the essentials helps you to see the road clearer and achieve your goal in a shorter time. At its core, minimalism is an ethos, with a focus on joy and purpose. It is a tool that helps us gain freedom—freedom from being overwhelmed, from nonessential stuff, from consumer culture, from mental clutter, from emotional blockages and negative relationships, from debt and joyless pursuits. It facilitates tangible freedom and the living of an extraordinary life.

Moderation, a balance between less and more, unmeasurable and personal in its definition, is at the heart of minimalism.

—Anonymous

How minimalism can transform your life

Minimalism and living with less is much more than just decluttering our unwanted possessions and stuff. Much of what we carry through life that holds us back from living optimally is not, in fact, stuff or physical objects. Hence, this book is about more than just getting rid of physical stuff. To bring about a significant and fundamental change in your life to achieve the happiness and fulfillment you crave, we also need to look at the nonphysical stuff. This includes limiting mental and emotional beliefs or impediments, such as low confidence, fear of changes and failure, stress, unfulfilling relationships and work, unhealthy addictions, financial debt, and other baggage that impedes living our life to its fullest potential.

Minimalism and living well with less is about having more of the things that matter and less of those that don’t. It frees us up to pursue our life’s purpose and dreams, increases our options to pursue things that fulfill us, and improves the quality of our lives. It gives us the space to breathe, time to reflect and ponder, and the energy and resources to pursue the things that add value.

The best way to determine what’s essential to our life is to review what we cannot live without. To live optimally, we must ask what it is that we want to be and to achieve in our life. Anything that doesn’t contribute toward that goal is nonessential. Basically, we are subtracting anything that does not add value or serve a purpose. Through living with less, we sharpen our focus on what’s essential, lighten our load, and enjoy the freedom to truly be.

This is how my life has changed for the better since I embraced minimalism:

♦   Enjoying a true sense of freedom with little or nothing to hold me back

♦   Being more intentional

♦   Owning fewer possessions—I only have stuff that is essential and that adds value and joy

♦   Having more mindful consumption

♦   Reducing my expenses

♦   Becoming debt-free

♦   Growing as an individual

♦   Discovering a purpose and mission in my life

♦   Only doing things that inspire and fulfill me

♦   Pursuing interests that align with my passions, values, and financial goals

♦   Learning to go with the flow

♦   Learning to let go of the past, appreciate the present, and look forward to the future

♦   More conscious allocation of time and resources

♦   Focusing on relationships and activities that support and energize me

♦   Finding ways to contribute beyond myself

The three factors below have also contributed to my growing interest in minimalism and its benefits:

♦   The overload on our senses caused by possessions, information, and commitments

♦   Technological improvements and multifunctions of new equipment (for example, the smartphone and the e-reader) has reduced the stuff we need

♦   Major financial crashes (such as the one in 2008), natural disasters, and other life-changing events that prompt us to evaluate our priorities


Activity: Can you list five things that you want to achieve by living a more minimalist life?



Question: How do you carve an elephant?

Answer: You get a very large block of stone and chip away everything that does not look like an elephant.

Question: How do you create the life you want?

Answer: You define for yourself what that life would be and then get rid of anything and everything that doesn’t contribute to it … because all that stuff is clutter!

—Kate Carpenter

Can I be a minimalist?

The answer to that is: “Yes, of course!” Minimalists come from all demographics, nationalities, and backgrounds. One is never too young or too old to start the journey. I used to think: How I wish I had discovered minimalism earlier! But I came to the conclusion that it is better late than never. I also believe there is a right time for everything in life. When the student is ready, the teacher will appear. If one’s mind and heart is not open, there will be no acceptance and adoption even when that idea is right in front of you. And we all know that having an idea shoved down one’s throat is never going to work or last. The fact that you have picked up this book might be a sign that you are open and ready to see how minimalism can transform your life. I can say that the sense of peace and freedom that comes with adopting a minimalist lifestyle is palpable and incredible! And you are the only one who needs to give yourself permission to embrace living well with less.

Becoming a minimalist is a mindset and lifestyle change. Getting rid of your clutter—physical, mental, emotional—is a result of minimalism. One needs to embrace it in both thoughts and actions, believing as well as walking the talk.

When we crave simplicity, we are not after an easier life. We are after life.

—Dave Bruno

A little word of caution

You would know by now that the road toward minimalism generally goes against the general belief and practice of conspicuous consumption and utilizing possessions as an indicator of one’s creed, identity, and status. We have been programmed and brainwashed by the people around us, the media, our education, and our own past experiences that happiness is achieved through more—more money, more stuff, more friends, etc. Our status and identity is also generally determined by the house we live in, the car we drive, the job title we hold, the number of social media friends/followers we have, and so on.

So when we start to embrace “less” as a way of living more happily and fully, we might get some encouraging pats on the back, but more likely than not, we will get comments that go along the lines of: “Have you gone a little mad?” “Are you having financial difficulties?,” “You can’t live like a monk … you will not last.” “Oh, does that mean we can’t go shopping together anymore?” The latter is usually accompanied by some eye-rolling and worried looks. You get the drift.

In addition, I know from the experiences of many minimalists that their worst critics are those closest and dearest to them. That’s probably because these people are the ones who will have to live with your new minimalist lifestyle and choices. After all this time as a minimalist, I still get some looks of incredulity from my partner. Yes, it is challenging when the people we care about have not bought into the benefits of living more with less. We can’t force them to be like us, but we can show by example how living well with less is helping us to live happier and more meaningful lives. That is the best way to get others interested and engaged with minimalism.
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