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Frugality 

 

We can define frugality as art de vivre, which implies low material consumption and 

a simple lifestyle, to open the mind for spiritual goods as inner freedom, social peace, 

justice or the quest for “ultimate reality.” Frugality as a conception of the good life 

has deep philosophical and religious roots in the East and the West. Monks and 

religious people all over the world practice it in different forms of asceticism, self-

restriction or free-chosen poverty (“voluntary simplicity”). But even nonreligious 

philosophers in the tradition of Epicurean ethics or the Stoa emphasize that frugal 

tastes and lasting enjoyment go hand in hand. Although for religious ethics frugality is 

a spiritual virtue, for nonreligious ethics it is a rational virtue to enhance happiness. 

Although both of these approaches, the rational as well as the spiritual, do promote 

similar practices of self restriction, there deeper motivation structure is very different. 

We will explore rational theories of frugality, the economics of frugality and a 

spiritual concept and practice of frugality.   

 

Rational theories of frugality 

 

The Greek philosopher Epicurus (Samos 342/341 BC – Athens 271-270 BC) is among 

the first thinkers who developed a rational theory and ethics of frugality. His ethics of 

sustainable enjoyment provides us with two principles. The first principle states that 

frugality is the result of a rational assessment of pains and pleasures. We may not 

know clearly what pleasure is, but we do know pain, anxiety and confusion, so we can 

continue to seek pleasure by banishing all forms of pain, anxiety and confusion. The 

highest form of pleasure is ataraxia - or imperturbability – a state in which the soul is 

as the sea when the wind has calmed. Frugality is a necessary condition to reach that 

state of ataraxia. The second principle of Epicurus is the simplification of our needs. 

The more desires one has, the greater the chance that they will not be satisfied, thus 

leading to suffering. So a person ought to restrict and simplify his or her needs.  
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Frugality, as Epicurus taught us, is a rational virtue. Activities and needs should be 

ordered in such a way as to lead to maximal pleasure in the long term and a proper 

balance among the various sorts of needs. For Epicurus, the cause of our inability to 

enjoy lies in the short-sightedness of reason: People seek short-time gain rather than 

durable and lasting satisfactions; they chase after all manner of imagined or inculcated 

needs at the expense of basic human needs. Sustainability in today’s business world 

has a similar logic. Business sustainability seeks a proper balance among financial, 

social and ecological objectives and, in the name of future generations, puts limits to 

our welfare ambitions.  But short-term pressures of the market may lead to quite the 

opposite of long-term social and ecological value creation.  

 

Modern expressions of the Epicurean idea of giving priority to our natural and 

necessary needs can be found in Thomas Princen’s  The Logic of Sufficiency (Princen, 

2005) or Manfred Max-Neef ‘s Human Scale Development (1991). The theory of 

human development of the Chilean economist Max-Neef is an interesting example of a 

modern theory integrating frugality not only on the level of personal happiness but on 

the macro level of the socio-economic system (see Esteban R., 2008). He aims at 

rethinking the modern Western notions of poverty and wealth with a systemic 

understanding of human nature. For him, human nature is defined by a system of 

human needs that have to be satisfied throughout life to result in human growth. 

Material (bodily) needs are but a small part of the system of basic needs. There are 

nine human needs altogether: subsistence, protection, affection, understanding, 

participation, creation, recreation, identity and freedom. These human needs have to 

be satisfied at the four existential modes as follows: being, having, doing and 

interacting. When the nine needs are combined with the four existential modes, this 

produces a matrix of 36 cells, which can be filled with a complex system of satisfiers. 

 

Max-Neef’s distinction between “needs” and “satisfiers” and the shift in reflection 

from material poverty exclusively to a plurality of “poverties” have proven to be first 

class tools for assessing the “health” of individuals and groups (families, 

communities, organizations, cultures). In Max-Neef’s perspective societies and 

individuals can be dysfunctional not only through deprivation of the economic goods 

but also through the excess consumption of those same goods. The world is not 
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divided between the “haves” and the “have-nots” but between a majority that do not 

have enough and a minority that has too much. And the real trouble is that the 

deprived majority does not aspire to have “enough” for a decent human living but 

aspires to participate in the unlimited race to growth of the “consumer society,” 

deepening the unsustainability of their claims to happiness and good life.   

 

The strategies for real human development have to be based, not on increased 

production and consumption of economic goods, but on the creation and nurturing of 

“synergistic satisfiers” propped by a minimum of economic goods. Frugality enters 

the picture here as the ability to find what is the essential use of material resources 

and economic goods needed to achieve the satisfaction of all basic needs in a given 

situation. This puts economic goods in their right place at the service of “healthy 

(holy) living” and interacting.  

 

The rational, Epicurean argument of self restriction is also very present in the critics 

of consumerism. According to Geldof, the only way to frame sufficiency and frugality 

as viable social practices, is to underpin them with positive arguments (Geldof, D. 

2008). Sufficiency can be argued in different ways. First, sufficiency is a crucial 

element in strategies for sustainability, besides efficiency and consistency. Second, 

sufficiency and downshifting are alternatives to the rat race resulting from the cycle of 

work-and-spend. Third, sufficiency and downshifting will give us more time to enjoy 

our lives, rather than exacerbating tension between our endless desires and the lack of 

means.  

Sufficiency should not be about saying goodbye to material wealth and repressing all 

our desires. We should focus on how to deal with our wealth, how to satisfy our 

desires more deeply and how to enjoy a qualitatively better life by consuming less. 

The Slow Food Movement is a fantastic example. It is a way toward using more 

qualitative foods and meals, in a more convivial society, while recognizing the 

ecological limits of the earth. It is a way toward greater and more intense pleasure 

through accepting limits.  
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The political economics of frugality 

 

Ecological economist Herman Daly argues that frugality should precede efficiency in 

achieving sustainability. He suggests understanding sustainability in the terms of 

throughput. According to Daly physical throughput should be sustained; that is, the 

entropic physical flow from nature’s sources through the economy and back to 

nature’s sink should be nondeclining. (Daly, H. 2002) 

 

Daly states that the problem with “efficiency first” is what comes second. An 

improvement in efficiency alone is equivalent to having a larger supply of the factor 

whose efficiency increased. The price of that factor declines and more uses for the 

cheaper factor are found. The net result is that there is greater consumption of the 

resource than before, even if it is produced more efficiently. So scale continues to 

grow. A policy of “frugality first,” however, induces efficiency as a secondary effect 

even while “efficiency first” does not induce frugality. The main task of our age is to 

limit the scale of the economy relative to the ecosystem by restraining uneconomic 

growth that increases costs by more than it increases benefits, thus making us poorer 

instead of richer. 

 

Cornel University economist Robert Frank asks the question of whether consuming 

more goods makes people happier. The large and growing scientific literature on the 

determinants of life-satisfaction and psychosocial well-being suggests that for a broad 

spectrum of goods, beyond some point the answer is essentially no. Evidence from 

this literature also suggests, however, that there are ways of spending time and money 

that do have the potential to increase people’s satisfaction with their lives, and herein 

lies a message of considerable importance for policymaking. (Frank, R. 1997) 

 

In Luxury Fever (1999) Frank demonstrates how the demand for luxury goods in the 

United States went through an enormous acceleration in the past two decades, how 

people went into debt to pay for them, how personal savings shrank and people began 

working longer, and how the productive capacity of the American economy began to 

aim at making all sorts of goods and services more luxurious. The consequences of 

this shift were significant: relatively less money and time was invested in basic needs 

Comment [n1]: ‘ even while….’ The 
meaning of this sentence is unclear to me 
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such as care for the family, the eradication of poverty, ecological maintenance, etc. 

Moreover, the relative poverty of some groups became worse: compared with the rich, 

they are in decline and feel themselves more and more excluded.  

 

In order to counter this trend, Frank proposed a progressive consumption tax, which is 

a tax on our total income minus what we have saved and invest. He argues that if our 

problem is that some forms of private consumption seem more attractive to 

individuals than to society as a whole, the simplest solution is to make those forms 

less attractive by taxing them. Without raising our tax bill at all, a progressive 

consumption tax would change our incentives in precisely the desired way.   

 

Frank’s proposal of progressive consumption tax is different from consumption taxes 

such as the value-added tax. Those types of taxes are levied at the same rate no matter 

how much a family consumes. They are regressive because wealthy families usually 

save much higher proportions of their income than poor families.  But the 

consumption tax proposed by Frank is not regressive at all. Its escalating marginal tax 

rates on consumption, coupled with its large standard deduction, insure that total tax 

as a proportion of income rises steadily with income, even though the assumed 

savings rate is sharply higher for high-income families. If consumption were taxed at 

a progressive rate, we would save more, buy less expensive houses and cars, and feel 

less pressure to work excessively long hours. And this, on the best available evidence, 

would improve the quality of our lives.     

    

Frugality as a spiritual concept 

 

In economics, the frugal and industrious man has been praised by Adam Smith and 

promoted by Max Weber as the embodiment of worldly asceticism, the protestant 

driver of early capitalism.  But by focusing on the instrumental value of frugality as a 

means to increase material welfare, they initiated a shift in the meaning of frugality.  

Frugality became related to savings and to investments for enhancing future welfare. 

This instrumentalization of frugality ended paradoxically in its elimination on the 

economic scene. Consumerism and material greed, just the opposite of frugality, 

became the basic drivers for increasing wealth and lead to an erosion of the intrinsic 

and spiritual meaning of frugality.  



 6 

 

The danger of rationalizing frugality as a means to an end, be it welfare or happiness 

or another valuable good, implies always the danger of crowding out its intrinsic 

meaning. Does frugality have an intrinsic or spiritual meaning and how can we 

experience its intrinsic meaning in daily life?  

 

As long as we consider frugality as a relation to objects and situations outside 

ourselves, we will perceive them as means to satisfy our needs and desires. In this 

case our ego or our group remains the center of reference. Even if we have a long 

term perspective, our enlightened self-interest will remain the horizon of our sense 

making. As a rational concept, frugality is an enlightened but ego-centered relation to 

our environment. In the spiritual traditions frugality gets another meaning. Its first 

meaning is about self-detachment, a release from the active, self-seeking ego. Living 

a frugal life means living a life of self-detachment or said in a more positive way, a 

life of other-directedness. Frugality signifies a release from egocentrism opening the 

mind for the inner voice of things in contrast to the instrumental meaning they get 

from being means to satisfy my/our needs. Things are perceived as unique 

expressions of Life itself.  

 

The spiritual practice of frugality does not necessarily imply a severe form of ascetics. 

Many spiritual authors draw our attention to the fact that ascetic exercises as such are 

no guarantee of self-detachment. Sometimes they are hidden forms of enhancing the 

ego. A more authentic criterion of self-detachment is inner joy and harmony. The 

famous painting “St. John the Baptist in the Wilderness” (1490-95) by Geertgen tot 

Sint Jans represents an illuminating example of spiritual frugality. Although St. John 

the Baptist is well known for his ascetic life and his sermons on penance, his painted 

face and his clothes do express a nonascetic, very kind and mild form of frugality. 

People therefore felt uncertain about the figure and sometimes called him “St. John 

meditating,” referring to the mystic evangelist St. John instead of the ascetic St. John 

the Baptist. The painting incites us to a joyful self-detachment and other-centeredness. 

By accomplishing this move from an ego-centered to an other-centered idea of 

frugality, the world is transformed from a wilderness into a garden, similar to the 

biblical Garden of Eden.  

 



 7 

The spiritual interpretation of frugality has another intentional and motivational 

structure than the rational, Epicurean approach or the ascetic approach of some 

religious traditions. For St. John, our inability to experience the joy of life is not 

caused by the Epicurean lack of self-control or ataraxia but by the blindness of 

human reason taking the logic of self-interest as the ultimate standard. The blinded 

reason is no longer capable of seeing the invisible or hearing the inner voice of things.  

 

Frugality in spiritual traditions is also deeply related to the practice of compassion and 

solidarity with the poor. The Christian misericordia, the Buddhist idea of compassion 

and many other committed expressions of universal love imply self-detachment and 

redistribution of welfare. They are expressions of other-centeredness. Frugality as a 

form of self-chosen simplicity or poverty may express our solidarity with the have-

nots and the poor in society. Marta Nussbaum stresses the importance of compassion 

and advocates for a compassionate citizenship (Nussbaum, M. 2001). As citizens we 

should develop practices of compassionate frugality on the individual level as well as 

on the institutional level by developing institutions of redistributive justice, social 

security and general education.  

 

A spiritual driven practice of entrepreneurship 

 

The contemporary practice of dealing prudently and frugally with the environment 

uses arguments that are mostly based on a standpoint of well-considered self-interest 

and long-term benefit. However, the rational case for frugality is a limited one. By 

rational choice we can develop a more frugal and sufficient way of life, but material 

temptations can always overwrite our ecological, social and ethical considerations. 

Hence, the practice of frugality and sustainability will gain in strength if it is 

supported by a sense of ecological interconnectedness beyond rational calculation. 

Although the Spiritual Homo Economicus does not exist in textbooks of mainstream 

economics, he or she can be found among entrepreneurs and business leaders, whether 

they are for-profit or social-profit organizations. His or her profile comprises one who 

is market-oriented, efficient and driven by a genuine social and ecological spirituality. 

 

The Trappist Brewery of Westmalle in Belgium, provides an inspiring example of 

how a spiritual concept of frugality can be combined with good entrepreneurship. At 
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present the brewery is a private limited company that belongs to the monks of the 

Trappist Abbey of Westmalle. Under the monks’ supervision the modern brewery is 

managed by a team of competent laypeople and their beer is consistently awarded 

among the best in the world. Although the company is highly modernized and 

successful in its commercial activities, the balance between spiritual and material 

needs is part of the production and distribution process. The spirit of frugality is 

implemented in concrete choices about the quality of the product, the scale of the 

production, the relations with the personnel, the advertisement, and the use of profit. 

It is clear that the business decisions are not commanded by the logic of maximizing 

income and financial profit for the Abbey. They have a spiritual bottom line expressed 

in the charter of the brewery. The key elements of this charter are (i) limits to growth, 

(ii) deep ecological respect, (iii) work as a spiritual value, (iv) honest and sober 

advertisement and (v) sharing profit. (Bouckaert, 2008) 

 

Many other examples of spiritual-based enterprises do exist. These companies are 

very different in size, type of production and spiritual background. But we find the 

same ingredients of frugality praxis in them as in the Trappist Abbey of Westmalle. 

Of course most entrepreneurs will not make a clear distinction between the 

ethical/rational and the spiritual approach. The spiritual motivation often is hidden 

behind a rational discourse. But the opposite is also the case. Behind a spiritual 

discourse, a rational self-interested calculation can be the main driver. It needs some 

discernment to see what is really going on. Moreover, it is important to realize that a 

genuine spirituality of frugality as self-detachment and other-centeredness does not 

exclude instrumental economic rationality. To be implemented, a spiritual-driven 

praxis of frugality needs always a rationally conceived business plan. And from a 

macro point of view, spiritually based frugal practices may lead to rational outcomes 

such as reducing ecological destruction, social disintegration and the exploitation of 

future generations.   
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