
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    

      

        
          	Miss Minimalist: Inspiration to Downsize, Declutter, and Simplify
        


        
                    
                    
                


        
          	Francine Jay
        


        
          	#PrB.rating#3.72 (2011)
        


        
          	
            

          
        


        
          	Rating:
          	**** 
        


        
          	Tags:
          	Self Help, Non-Fiction
        


        
          	Self Helpttt Non-Fictionttt
        


      

    


    


  


  

    

      Would you like to live a beautiful life with less stuff? 


      This delightful collection of articles by Francine Jay, author of “The Joy of Less, A Minimalist Living Guide,” provides great inspiration to pare down your possessions. Jay breezes from practical topics, like “What’s in a Minimalist Kitchen” and “How Many Shoes are Enough,” to more philosophical musings, like what the Japanese or ancient Greeks can teach us about simple living. 


      Along with valuable tips and advice, the author shares her personal stories about decluttering and living with less. Her warmth, humor, and encouraging tone make you feel like you’re chatting with a good friend over a cup of coffee—a friend you’d love to invite over to clean out your closets! 


      These essays are a wonderful introduction to minimalist living, written by someone with a genuine passion for the topic. If you’ve ever felt overwhelmed by your clutter, or disenchanted with consumerism, you’ll find a kindred soul (and a wealth of advice) in Miss Minimalist. Best of all: you’ll likely empty a drawer or two by the time you’ve finished reading!


    


  















 

 

Miss Minimalist


 

 

Inspiration to 
 Downsize, Declutter,
 and Simplify





 

 

 


By
 Francine Jay










Miss Minimalist: Inspiration to Downsize, Declutter, and Simplify

Copyright © 2011 by Francine Jay
 Published by Anja Press (www.anjapress.com)
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission from the copyright owner, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: The information in this book is provided for informational purposes only, without any warranty of any kind. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering legal, financial, medical, or other professional services. If legal, financial, medical, or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional should be sought. The author and publisher shall have neither liability nor responsibility to any person or entity with respect to any loss or damage caused, or alleged to be caused, directly or indirectly, by the information in this book. Company and product names mentioned herein are the trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. The mention of a company or website in this book is not an endorsement of the company or website, or the information or services it provides. Readers should be aware that websites listed in this book may have changed or disappeared since this book was written.











Contents




Introduction

1. A "Dear John" Letter to My Stuff

2. The Top Ten Benefits of Being a Minimalist

3. The Minsumer Movement: A Quiet Revolution

4. A Short Guide to Consumer Disobedience

5. One-A-Day Keeps the Clutter Away

6. I Have Freebie Phobia

7. Self Storage Units—Turn in the Keys!

8. EBay Reality Check—The True Value of Your Treasures

9. Don’t Organize Your Clutter

10. One Less Thing to Own

11. The Top Ten Ways to Declutter Heirlooms

12. On Not Collecting

13. How to Win the War on Clutter

14. Decluttering 101: To Sell or Not to Sell

15. Modules

16. Seven Steps to a Minimalist Wardrobe

17. Simplify Your Clothing: Choose a Base Color

18. How Many Shoes are Enough?

19. The Power of Accessories

20. Ten Steps to a Minimalist Office

21. No More Paper: Print to PDF

22. Minimizing Magazines

23. Ditch the Prints—Digital Photos are More Fun!

24. Dealing with OPC (Other People's Clutter)

25. Life Without a TV

26. Questioning the Couch

27. What’s in a Minimalist Kitchen?

28. Simplifying Glassware

29. One Bowl Eating

30. The Minimalist Linen Closet

31. What’s in Your Tokonoma?

32. Minimalist Workhorse: Mason Jars

33. Adding Warmth Without Adding Stuff

34. Naked Windows

35. How to Create a Minimalist Bathroom

36. Simple Beauty: 11 Ways to Look Gorgeous without Chemicals

37. One Less Thing: Perfume

38. Seven Ways to Slim Down Your Wallet

39. I’m Dreaming of a Minimalist Christmas

40. The Minimalist’s Gift Avoidance Guide

41. Ode to January

42. Ancient Minimalist Wisdom

43. Doing Less

44. To Drift Like Clouds and Flow Like Water

45. To Walk Away, Empty-Handed

46. Cherry Blossom Living

47. Nothing to Steal

48. Minimalist Lessons from a Tea Ceremony

49. Wildflower Goals

50. Minimalist Living: Movement or Fad?

51. The Space Between the Notes

52. The Year of the Butterfly

53. Areté: Minimalism and the Pursuit of Excellence

54. Sophrosyne

55. Chopping Wood and Carrying Water

56. The Freedom of Less

57. Traveling Lightly Through Life

58. The Quick and Easy Guide to Coming Out as a Minimalist

59. 100 Ways to Simplify Your Life (and Make Yourself Happier)

60. The Joy of Less, A Minimalist Living Guide

About the Author






Introduction

 
 

Once upon a time, I had too much stuff: too many clothes in my closet, too many books on my shelves, too many tchotchkes on my mantel, too many plates in my cupboards.

According to marketers and advertisers, I should have been delighted. After all, more is better, right?

Not for me, it wasn’t. All that stuff was draining my wallet, my energy, and the joy out of my life. Not only didn’t I need half of it, I didn’t even want it.

So I made a change. Until that point, my possessions had increased with each passing year. But then, I decided to shift things into reverse: I vowed to no longer acquire, but to declutter. I would declutter and declutter, until I could declutter no more.

The process was nothing short of exhilarating! I hadn’t anticipated the high I’d feel when taking a bag of discards to the Goodwill. I’d never imagined the freedom that would result by emptying my shelves and cabinets.

And thus, a minimalist was born. I became convinced that having less stuff could make us happier people.

I was so thrilled over this epiphany, I wanted to grab a bullhorn and shout it from the rooftops. Being a shy sort, I wrote it down instead—in a series of articles exploring my adventures in minimalist living.

My musings range from the practical to the philosophical, and everything in between. Sometimes I channel Thoreau, sometimes I quote Socrates, and sometimes I simply wax poetic on the number of shoes, glasses, or towels I own.

I hope you enjoy this peek into my minimalist life—and perhaps be inspired to simplify your own!




1. A “Dear John” Letter to My Stuff

 
 

Dear Stuff,

I’m not sure how to break this to you…but the time has come for us to part ways. Sure, we have a long history, but we simply can’t go on pretending that we’re still happy together.

It seems that after all these years, our relationship has lost its spark. I recall the magic of when we first met: how your shiny newness caught my eye, how I vowed to have you at any price, how excited I was to bring you home.

It didn’t take long, however, for the novelty to wear away. Maybe it was the thrill of the hunt, but once you were mine, you no longer seemed quite so attractive. In fact, much of the time, you just seemed to be in the way.

What’s more, you never really lived up to your promises or expectations: owning you didn’t make me any smarter, happier, cooler, or sexier. Instead, our relationship drained my energy and my wallet. I’ve spent untold hours (and dollars) keeping you looking nice and in good repair, protecting you from theft, and moving you around when I’ve had to relocate.

To be honest, though, your presence in my living room, bedroom, kitchen, and closets is stifling me. I can’t help but wonder how you’ve expanded so much over the years. I’m getting tired of stepping over you, cleaning around you, and generally wondering what to do with you. I need some space, some serenity, some room to breathe.

Of course, you’re not entirely to blame; I was no angel, either. Though I kept a roof over your head, I never really lavished you with attention. I shoved you away in boxes and closets, sometimes neglected to maintain you, and all too often simply ignored you.

Therefore, I think you’ll also be better off without me. You’ll have a happier life with someone else—someone who wants you, needs you, and appreciates you for what you are. And don’t worry, I won’t be so cruel as to leave you out on the curb. I’ll post flattering photos of you on Craigslist, sing your praises on Freecycle, and contact charitable organizations to find you that special someone.

So I guess this is goodbye…Let’s part without regrets, and look on this as a new beginning. I already feel like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders, and I’m ready to embark on a new life—unencumbered, footloose, and full of possibility!

Yours Truly,

Me




2. The Top Ten Benefits of Being a Minimalist

 
 

A lot of people think being a minimalist is akin to being a monk—living a sort of ascetic lifestyle in which you deprive yourself of “worldly” things simply for the sake of it.

Others regard minimalists with polite curiosity (why ever would you want to have an empty house?), or write us off as a bit quirky.

What gets lost in most considerations of minimalism is the true joy that can be found in the lifestyle. I think that’s the number one reason most of us adopt it: to make ourselves happy.

To this end, I’ve decided to wax philosophical on the top ten benefits of being a minimalist.

1. Less stuff = less stress. The fewer possessions you have, the less you need to worry about maintaining, repairing, insuring, protecting, and paying for them.

2. Less stuff = more freedom. Possessions are like anchors, tethering us to our houses (to store them), and our jobs (to pay for them). When you don’t have a houseful of stuff, you’re much more mobile and able to take advantage of opportunities as they arise.

3. Less stuff = more time. It takes time to plan for, research, and acquire a purchase (from driving around to stores, to surfing the web for consumer reviews). And it takes time to clean, maintain, and keep stuff in order once you own it. The less stuff you buy, the more time you have for other (more pleasurable) pursuits.

4. Less stuff = more money. The less you buy, the more you save. And who wouldn’t be happier with a little more money in their bank account?

5. Less stuff = less pressure to consume. When people know you’re a minimalist, they don’t expect you to have the latest and greatest toys and status symbols. In fact, they don’t expect you to have anything at all.

6. Less stuff = less to clean. I prefer not to spend my weekends dusting around tchotchkes, and corralling wayward items into drawers, bins, and closets (and I suspect I’m not the only one!) What’s more: when you’re a minimalist, your house is more likely to look halfway decent when someone drops by unexpectedly.

7. Less stuff = more opportunity to be creative and resourceful. I love the challenge of meeting a need, or completing a task, without purchasing something “extra.”

8. Less stuff = a greener planet. The fewer things you buy, the better for the environment. Rampant consumption is a terrible waste of the Earth’s natural resources.

9. Less stuff for me = more for others. The resources of our planet are finite. When we over-consume, we take more than our fair share—leaving less for others, and future generations. A minimalist lifestyle helps restore the balance.

10. Less stuff = more joy. The fewer possessions you have to fuss over, the more time you have for friends, family, flowers, sunsets, and the beautiful things in life. And that—more than any consumer item—is the source of true happiness.




3. The Minsumer Movement: A Quiet Revolution

 
 

“Don’t buy it!” may be an unusual call to arms, but it has the potential to transform our lives, our society, and our planet.

Like all revolutions, ours is bred by discontent. We’re sick of being slaves to debt and keeping up with the Joneses. We’re tired of working long hours at jobs we don’t like, to pay for things we don’t need. We’re unhappy with the clutter in our homes, and the commercialization of our holidays. We’re angry that human rights are violated to fill our stores with cheap clothes and plastic gizmos. We’re worried that our children and grandchildren won’t have the clean air and water that should be their birthright.

We are not necessarily anti-consumption. We don’t forage or dumpster dive, and we don’t expect to get anything for free. We like the fact that we can buy things when we need them. We appreciate the ease with which we can obtain basic necessities; unlike our ancestors, we need not devote our days to securing food, clothing, or shelter. However, we believe that once these needs are met, consumption can be put on the backburner. Our time would then be free for friends, family, and community; and for spiritual, philosophical, and cultural pursuits. Imagine what we could do with all that newfound time, energy, and capital!

The consumption instinct is rooted in survival, though, and difficult to curb. Savvy marketers exploit this fact and continually manufacture new “needs” to suppress our sense of fulfillment. They try to convince us that our lives are incomplete without the latest electronic gadget; that our houses are outdated and must be “improved;” that our cars should be new, and our clothing should be fashionable.

Well, we declare “Enough!” We refuse to spend the better part of our lives desiring, acquiring, and paying for things. We are neither Consumers, nor Anti-Consumers, but Minsumers: we seek to minimize the role of consumption in our lives. Our strategy is simple:

* To minimize our consumption to what meets our needs

* To minimize the impact of our consumption on the environment

* To minimize the effect of our consumption on other people’s lives

To this end, we won’t waste our money, or the resources of our planet, on frivolous goods. We’ll reuse and repurpose what we can, and favor used goods over new. We’ll avoid items made with exploited labor or violations of human rights. We’ll support our local economies, and work to create sustainable communities.

We are not your typical revolutionaries. You won’t see us protesting, boycotting, or blocking the doors to megastores; we’re simply not buying. Our battles are personal, made up of a million little acts of consumer disobedience. We leave convenience foods on the shelf and breeze by impulse items without a glance. We cut up our credit cards, borrow books from the library, and mend our clothes instead of buying new ones. We shop on Craigslist and Freecycle, rather than at the mall.

We are an invisible army, and our offense is our absence: the empty spaces in the parking lot, the shorter checkout lines, the silence at the cash registers. The only bloodshed in our revolution is the red ink on a retailer’s profit statement.

We are under constant bombardment by advertisers, but our defenses are well-honed. We regard with a critical eye their attempts to make us feel unattractive, unsafe, and unsatisfied. We turn off the television, cancel our magazine subscriptions, and use ad-blocker in our web browsers. They develop new weapons to weaken our resistance— greenwashing, viral marketing, zero percent financing—but their arsenal is no match for our resolve.

Our ranks are diverse, and spread out among spiritual, environmental, simple living, and human rights groups, as well as the population at large. But under the banner of Minsumerism, our individual efforts have far-reaching potential. By not buying, we regain our freedom: from debt, from clutter, and from the rat race. By not buying, we have the time and energy to rebuild our communities. By not buying, we reclaim the resources of our planet, and deliver them from the hands of corporations into those of our children.

Most importantly, by not buying, we redefine ourselves: by what we do, what we think, and who we love, rather than what we have. And in the process, we rediscover the meaning in our lives.




4. A Short Guide to Consumer Disobedience

 
 

I live a minimalist lifestyle for many reasons: for example, I love the freedom, the flexibility, and the financial benefits of not owning a lot of stuff.

But I must admit, it’s also a chance to indulge my inner rebel. I’ve been a straight-A student, model employee, and overall law-abiding citizen; yet when it comes to consumerism, I can’t resist my desire to stick it to the man.

When I see ads for luxury cars, designer handbags, trendy clothing, and electronic gadgets, I become more determined not to buy them. When I see promotions for loans, mortgages, and credit cards, I become more convinced to stay out of debt.

When politicians implore me to go shopping to “improve the economy,” I’m inspired to swap, borrow, and make do with what I have. When I hear that more stuff means more happiness, I become that much more passionate about living with less.

In short: the more I’m told to consume, the more enthusiastic I become not to.

I don’t know if my contrarian response is a minimalist thing, a frugality thing, or an environmental thing, but I do know this: the purchase of all this stuff is benefiting someone, but it’s certainly not us. And the last thing I’m going to do is trade my financial security, my precious space, and the planet’s resources for a pile of unnecessary material goods.

In 1849, Henry David Thoreau wrote Civil Disobedience. The premise: people shouldn’t allow government to overrule their consciences. In our modern world, I think we can use a little consumer disobedience—to make sure banks, corporations, and other profiteering interests don’t do the same.

Are you with me? If so, here are fourteen acts of consumer disobedience for you to consider:

1. Pay with cash. Don’t give credit card companies another penny in finance charges—they grow richer at your expense. Save up for stuff instead of charging it; by the time you have the money, you may not even want it anymore!

2. Say no to logos. If a company wants you to be a walking advertisement, they should be paying you.

3. Be brand disloyal. Check out generic alternatives to name-brand goods; the products are often nearly identical.

4. Ignore trends. They’re just a clever ruse to get you to part with your hard-earned money. Don’t buy stuff that’ll be obsolete, outdated, or out-of-style in the blink of an eye.

5. Be a borrower. Whether it’s a book, a ladder, or a dress to wear to a special event, explore borrowing options before you buy. Check out the library, tool shares, car shares, toy shares, and other programs in your area.

6. Swap. Trading your old stuff with others is a great way to save space (one in, one out!) and money. If you can’t make a swap among friends and family, go online: sites like Swap.com, Paperbackswap.com, SwapStyle.com, and Zwaggle.com help you trade books, CDs, DVDs, video games, clothing, accessories, toys, and more.

7. Go on a spending fast. Select a specific time period—like a day, week, or month—and during this time, don’t buy anything but necessities (like basic food and toiletries). Find creative ways to meet your needs, and make do with the things you already have.

8. Have a gift-free holiday. Instead of exchanging store-bought goods, celebrate the holiday with gifts of service (like babysitting, tax help, or a massage), gifts of charity, or by simply spending time with loved ones.

9. Tune out the ads. The easiest way to stick it to the ad man is to stop listening to him. Cancel magazine subscriptions, turn off commercials, and install an ad blocker in your browser.

10. Go car-free. If you can walk, bike, or take public transit where you need to go, consider going car-free. Then you can avoid the expense of gas, maintenance, parking, and insurance as well as a car payment.

11. Right-size your space. Live in the smallest space you need, not the largest you can afford. Not only will you save money on your rent or mortgage; you’ll have less incentive to buy stuff to fill it up!

12. Fix your stuff. Try to repair items before replacing them with something new. Darn your socks, mend your clothes, and take your lawnmower to the repair shop instead of running out for a replacement.

13. DIY. Grow your own veggies, make your own furniture, sew your own clothes, bake your own bread. Use your particular skills and talents to avoid buying mass-produced stuff.

14. Want less. Advertisers, marketers, and corporations will do everything in their power to make you want more. But to be richer, happier, and freer, all you need to do is want less.

If you’re tired of the clutter in your home, the finance charges on your credit card, the commercialization of your holidays, or the pressure to buy the latest and greatest, you don’t have to accept the status quo. Channel your inner rebel, and fight back.

Practice your own version of consumer disobedience, and let your conscience, compassion, and creativity—not corporations—shape your world.




5. One-A-Day Keeps the Clutter Away

 
 

I don’t always have the time (or inclination) to set aside a few hours for decluttering. At the same time, I like to feel that I’m making progress in ridding my home of useless things.

My solution: the One-A-Day Declutter. It’s super-easy, super-fast, and most importantly, keeps me going in the right direction.

Every day, I commit to purging one item from my house. It can be anything—like a worn-out pair of socks, a book I’ll never read again, a gift I could live without, a shirt that doesn’t fit, or an old magazine article. It doesn’t take much effort, and at the end of the year, my home is at least 365 items lighter.

Since I don’t like to put potentially-useful items in the trash (and ultimately, a landfill), I keep a donation box tucked away in my hall closet. I add items to it one by one, and when it’s full, donate it to Goodwill or another charitable organization. (If you don’t want to keep a box of “clutter,” you could certainly give away your items on Freecycle.org as you go along—it just takes a little more effort.)

All-around, it’s a win-win-win: I have less clutter, someone in need winds up with something useful, and the planet is better off!

I keep up this regimen even after I’ve done a massive decluttering—in fact, it’s become part of my daily routine. It may sound strange, but getting rid of something each day just makes me feel good. It puts me in control of my stuff, keeps the clutter from creeping back in, and moves me one step closer to my goal of having a minimalist household.




6. I Have Freebie Phobia

 
 

I recently received a free George Foreman grill for opening a bank account. I had absolutely no use or desire for one; but the bank manager presented it to me with such flourish, it seemed downright rude to refuse it.

No problem, I thought—I’ll simply accept it, then turn around and give it away. Easier said than done: it took me three weeks to find a taker, as almost everyone to whom I offered it already had one.

Since then, I’ve become much more aware of the “freebies” that come into my life…and I’m much less likely to accept them. These little gifts, samples, trials, and tchotchkes are a particularly invasive form of clutter. At least when you purchase things, you need to make the decision to pay for them—a formal “invitation,” if you will, to bring them into your life. Freebies tend to slip in rather stealthily, in the guise of a “gift,” sneaking their way into your bathroom cabinets and kitchen drawers.

It’s difficult to visit any place of business without being offered a pen, calendar, or magnet with the company’s name. Attend a professional sports event, and you’re sure to come away with some kind of fan memorabilia. Purchase makeup at a department store, and your bag will be stuffed with tiny complimentary lotions and potions.

It’s not easy (especially for those of us who want to be polite), but if you don’t want it, don’t take it! I now stop for a few moments to consider what’s being offered—and in most cases, find a nice way to decline. Occasionally I receive some strange looks, as turning down “free stuff” is not expected behavior in a consumerist society. But each refusal is a small victory in keeping clutter (and advertising) out of my life.




7. Self Storage Units—Turn in the Keys!

 
 

According to the Self Storage Association, the self storage industry has been one of the fastest growing sectors of U.S. commercial real estate over the last thirty-five years. At the end of 2008, there were over 51,000 primary self storage facilities in this country. The total self storage rentable space in the United States is estimated to be over two billion square feet—an area more than three times the size of Manhattan!

In fact, there are 7.4 square feet of self storage space for every person in the nation—meaning every American could stand under a self storage roof at the same time.

If you are one of the 10 percent of U.S. households that currently rents a self storage unit, it’s time to ask some questions:

* Can you list the contents of your self storage unit from memory?

* If not, do you really need to own things you don’t even know you have?

* When is the last time you used these items?

* Is it worth paying good money to store things you rarely (if ever) use?

* How important is an item that you don’t use (or love) enough to keep in your home?

One of the first steps to becoming a minimalist is to empty out your self storage unit. This is even easier than decluttering your home, as you’ve already made a physical (and perhaps emotional) detachment from these things.

So make a final visit, bring home only what you need, and sell, donate or Freecycle the rest (please do what you can to keep it out of a landfill). You’ll eliminate the mental, and monetary, burden of renting a “second house” for all your excess stuff!




8. EBay Reality Check—The True Value of Your Treasures

 
 

Are you holding on to certain items because they might be “worth something?” If so, it’s time to check your expectations against reality on eBay.com. Just about everything imaginable has been sold on the auction site—which makes it a great reference with which to value your items.

Unless you are dealing with some true rarities, why pay for an expensive appraisal when you have all that eBay info at your fingertips? Chances are, if you want to sell an item, that’s where you’ll end up; and no matter what valuation an appraiser gives it, you can only sell it for what someone is willing to pay.

Tired of dusting around that vase you inherited? Don’t know what to do with that old turntable in the basement? No longer interested in the figurines, paperweights, or sports memorabilia you once avidly collected? Take a few minutes, surf over to eBay, and see what they're going for!

Chances are, most of your clutter is not fetching a fortune—and in my opinion, any item unlikely to sell for more than $10 is hardly worth the time and effort to photograph it, list it, and ship it.

But that doesn’t mean you have to hold on to it… Feel free to let it go! If you ever have the need for such an item in the future, look how inexpensively you can acquire it.

And for those few treasures for which you can pocket some serious cash—why not go for it? If you don’t need it, and don’t love it, take some snaps and put it up for auction. You’ll have the photographs for memories, and some extra space in your house. And don’t you think Aunt Edna would be pleased if her old silverware helped finance a kitchen makeover?




9. Don’t Organize Your Clutter

 
 

I used to be a big fan of organizational items. Although I wasn’t much of a shopper, a trip to The Container Store or Organized Living never failed to excite me.

The idea of corralling hundreds of loose bits and bobs into sleek, perfectly-matched containers had great appeal. I truly thought that by putting all my stuff into various bins, I could maintain a sense of order in my life.

But while the containers made my house look shelter magazine-tidy, they didn’t bring me the serenity I’d hoped for. Even though everything was arranged neatly in pretty boxes (cloth-covered, wooden, wicker, plastic), it was still there.

In reality, all those lovely boxes, bins, and drawers served no higher purpose than to hide my junk. At some point I realized that I wasn’t organizing my life; I was organizing my clutter.

That’s when I changed strategies: I went from world-class organizer to world-class declutterer. Instead of arranging and containing things, I got rid of them. Instead of shuffling them around inside my house, I escorted them out of my house. Instead of putting them in boxes, I put them out on the curb.

And it worked. As my house became emptier, I became happier. With the weight of my stuff lifted from my shoulders, I felt more spontaneous, energetic, and carefree.

The big payoff came when I was able to declutter the containers themselves. There’s something very satisfying about not needing any more storage! 

My advice to anyone who feels they need to get organized: declutter first. If you have to, declutter for a year before you start buying fancy boxes and squirreling things away.

Then think long and hard before you put something into a container (especially if it’s not something you use regularly). Because once you give something a warm, cozy abode, it can be hard to get it to leave.




10. One Less Thing to Own

 
 

As a minimalist, I’m always excited to discover One Less Thing I need—in other words, something I’ve owned in the past but no longer have any use for.

For example, one of the first things I dropped from my life: a wristwatch.

Now please don’t take this the wrong way. I know many people love their watches and find them indispensable. Everyone’s needs are different, and that’s the point: just because a lot of people own something, doesn’t mean I (or you) must as well.

Here’s why I personally choose not to own one: 

1. It’s redundant. In my daily life, I find no shortage of ways to tell the time: there’s a clock on my stove, on my computer, on my cell phone, and in any number of buildings when I’m out and about. I certainly don’t need yet another one on my wrist!

2. It costs money. I have a frugality streak, and prefer not to spend money on things I don’t need. A name brand or luxury timepiece can cost hundreds (or thousands) of dollars; using that cash in other ways would bring me much more value and happiness.

3. It needs maintenance. Perhaps I’m just lazy (or cheap), but I don’t relish the idea of replacing batteries or watch straps, or getting the thing repaired if it breaks. Furthermore, higher-end models usually need periodic cleaning and servicing.

4. It’s “disposable” (in many cases). Inexpensive quartz watches typically have a five- to ten-year lifespan—and after that, end up in a landfill. I’d rather bypass the whole cycle of production, distribution, and disposal (and all the environmental consequences) by not owning one in the first place.

5. It doesn’t fit my values. Specifically, I don’t like to live by the clock. I prefer to structure my life so that I don’t always need to know what time it is. The less scheduled my life is, the happier I am.

So, such a decision saves me anywhere from $20-$2000, gives me less to worry about, and makes me happier—and I still have no problem telling the time.

Why all the talk about such a trivial item? Because we can use the same principles to decide whether or not to bring other things into our lives. In a broader sense, we can ask the following of any potential purchase:

1. Do I already have something that does the same thing? If so, there’s little point in acquiring something new.

2. How much is this going to cost me? Every dollar we spend on material items is a dollar less we have for other purposes—like travel, charity, education, or our retirement fund.

3. Is this going to be a pain to own? We’re busy enough as it is!

4. Where will this eventually end up? If we’re not going to keep something forever, we should think ahead to its disposal—can it be recycled or passed along to someone else, or will it end up in a landfill?

5. Does this item fit my values or lifestyle? If you feel more comfortable in flats, don’t buy heels. If you don’t like to cook, don’t buy a food processor. If you don’t want to worry about the time, don’t buy a watch.

The items we own have a very real effect on our lives. Sure, some help us out and make our lives easier—but others do just the opposite. Worst case, they can land us in debt and drown us in clutter.

For each item we choose not to own, we're making a little decision about how to shape our lives—whether it’s keeping more of our money, preserving more of our space, or saving more of our time. And in the end, all those little decisions can have a pretty big impact!




11. The Top Ten Ways to Declutter Heirlooms

 
 

All too often, we feel compelled to keep the things we’ve inherited—a Victorian settee, an ugly painting, a massive sideboard—despite our dislike for them. Sometimes we do it out of guilt, sometimes to hang on to memories, sometimes to preserve our family “history.”

Right after I graduated from college, I inherited my grandmother’s twelve place settings of china. I dragged them around with me for years, carefully packing and unpacking them during moves across three states. (Perhaps one of the reasons I became a minimalist!) Fortunately, I was finally able to unload them on another family member.

Want to avoid the tyranny of the heirloom? Here are ten ways to declutter them—with less guilt than simply throwing them away:

1. Be generous, and give them to another family member. (I could never understand why heirs fight over material things—I say, let them take it all!)

2. Donate them to a charitable organization, and let them do some good rather than gathering dust in your basement.

3. Sell them, and donate the money “in memoriam” to your loved one’s favorite charity.

4. Sell them, and use the money for something you really want.

5. Donate historical items to a museum or university.

6. Save a piece of the heirloom (like a swatch of your grandmother’s handmade quilt or wedding dress).

7. Save one item from the collection (like a single plate or tea cup from a set of china).

8. Photograph them, and save the photos (instead of the items) for memories.

9. Re-make the heirloom into something more useful. Have a jeweler set the stones of a gaudy old brooch into a pretty necklace, or use the yarn from your grandpa’s sweater to knit a nice scarf.

10. Avoid them in the first place. Tell family members (gently and politely, of course) that you don’t want them to “save” anything for you, and encourage them to find alternate homes for their treasures.




12. On Not Collecting

 
 

I often wonder if the urge to collect is hard-wired in the human race, or just something encouraged by our society.

When I was a child, I remember my friends building collections of dolls, coins, baseball cards, comic books, and pop culture memorabilia. I always felt a little left out. I don’t know if it was due to a lack of interest, short attention span, or early minimalist tendencies, but I had zero desire to participate in the collecting trends that were popular at the time.

When I was a young adult, however, I finally caved to the pressure. In our post-college days, my boyfriend (now husband) and I started collecting vintage cocktail shakers to decorate our apartment. We had a great time scouring antique shops and flea markets to track them down. To be honest, I think we did it more for the thrill of the hunt than the actual objects.

Then one day, we stopped and asked why on earth we were collecting these things (we had acquired about thirty by that time). I think we both realized we weren’t getting any pleasure out of the objects themselves; we simply enjoyed having a mutual hobby, and could just as well entertain ourselves with other pursuits.

Fortunately, we were able to liquidate the entire collection on eBay in six weeks—and we felt so free after the last one left our home!

Needless to say, that was my first and only foray into the world of collecting. I’ve only been tempted once since then, when I acquired a lovely kokeshi doll from Japan and considered purchasing more. However, I recalled my first collecting experience, and knew I’d eventually tire of them and end up selling them on eBay. Therefore, I decided to bypass the entire process by declaring that “one is enough.”




13. How to Win the War on Clutter

 
 

If you’re tackling your clutter in fits and starts, it can sometimes feel like you’re making little progress. Although you’ve purged a number of things, you’ve hardly made a dent—or worse yet, accumulated more in the meantime. When clutter becomes particularly invasive, it’s time to wage an all-out war.

1. Psych yourself up. Like a general going into battle, prepare yourself mentally for the challenge ahead. Spend some time thinking about how your clutter makes you feel: frustrated, upset, anxious, tired, overwhelmed. Get good and angry at your clutter.

2. Draw up a battle plan. Instead of fighting your clutter willy-nilly, draw up a full-scale plan of attack. Outline the battleground—be it your living room, desk drawer, or linen closet—and decide the date and time to launch your offensive. Devise a strategy for routing out the clutter: such as completely emptying out the contents, then deciding what goes back in.

3. Call in reinforcements. If you’re planning an epic battle (like cleaning out your garage, basement, or attic), round up additional troops. Family and friends make terrific soldiers: they provide extra hands and moral support, and help strengthen your resolve when you feel weak or sentimental. Rally family members to get rid of their own stuff!

4. Identify the enemy. Clutter is an expert in camouflage, and does a bang-up job blending in with your more useful possessions. You’ll find it holed up in your sock drawer, your medicine cabinet, your coat closet, and elsewhere. Keep a sharp eye out for anything you haven’t used in the last six months.

5. Interrogate. Give every possession you encounter the third degree: ask where it came from, what it does, and what value it adds to your household. Determine whether it belongs in your kingdom, or should be banished. Don’t give anything a free pass.

6. Round up the intruders. Establish a holding cell for all intruders you find: it can be a box, a garbage bag, or a designated area of the room you’re working on. Don’t be tempted to leave them in place and deal with them later; they’ll surely escape to other parts of the house as soon as your back is turned.

7. Decide their fate. Deal with the captives responsibly. Instead of tossing them in a landfill to deteriorate, give them a second chance: find new homes for them via eBay.com, Craigslist.org, Freecycle.org, or charitable organizations. They may become valuable citizens of another household.

8. Expel them from your kingdom. Once you’ve decided their fate, don’t let them hang around. Have a garage sale, ship them out, schedule pickups, or pile them in your trunk and drive them to Goodwill. Don’t give them a chance to re-infiltrate your home.

9. Shore up your defenses. Set up blockades to prevent future invasions: get off mailing lists, don’t bring home freebies, opt out of gift exchanges, set limits on your possessions, and question every purchase. Be a good gatekeeper, and clutter will find it much more difficult to slip past your defenses.

10. Be vigilant. Constantly be on the lookout for new intruders: scan your surfaces on a daily basis, and expel them before they become entrenched. Pay particular attention to hotspots where clutter tends to gather.

Heed this advice, and you’re certain to emerge victorious. After you reclaim your territory from the invading clutter, you’ll have a new empire of space—and a sense of peace and serenity will reign in your household.




14. Decluttering 101: To Sell or Not to Sell

 
 

People often tell me they are anxious to declutter their stuff. The problem: they don’t know whether to cart it to the charity shop, or painstakingly sell it piece by piece.

Oh, I’ve been there.

I know just how you feel: gazing at your mountain of discards, and seeing all the dollars that should be in your bank account. Hoping you can recoup even a fraction of the cost, to make up for your mistakes. Dreading the weeks (or months) of photographing your items, writing descriptions of them on eBay, answering emails about them, and hunting down boxes to ship them out.

And conversely…feeling the temptation to just pile it all in the car, unload it at Goodwill, and return home to a freshly decluttered space.

So what did I do? Well, a lot of both, actually.

In my early minimalist days, I was a fervent eBay seller. In fact, purging my stuff became a second job—I’d come home from work, power up my laptop, and patiently chip away at my pile of castoffs. It took a little over a year, but I sold three-quarters of my clothes, shoes, books, collectibles, and household décor.

My stuff didn’t disappear overnight—but I became a better minimalist because of it.

Why? Because in the following years, the threat of “having to sell something on eBay” loomed over me whenever I set foot in a store. My auction extravaganza had left me burnt out, with little desire to ever list another item. I was reluctant to buy anything I wasn’t sure I’d keep forever—because when I did slip up, I made myself pay for it. EBay became my penance for ill-considered purchases.

For me, the mere thought of eventually selling a purchase on eBay was a powerful deterrent to shopping. Crazy, perhaps—but it kept my wallet full and my closets empty.

Then, a few years ago, my husband and I were presented with an opportunity to move overseas. We had four weeks to whittle down a three-bedroom household to two duffel bags. While we owned much less than most, we still had way more than we could carry to the airport.

We started off selling things on Craigslist, determined to extract some cash from the furniture, tools, electronics, garden equipment, and housewares we’d accumulated over the years. However, as our departure date neared, our generosity surged. We threw open our doors, invited all takers, and gave away our possessions with abandon—to friends, family, neighbors, colleagues, charities, and strangers on the street.

It didn’t make us any richer; but boy, was it exhilarating!

So, to sell or not to sell—that is the question, and here’s my advice:

If you have the time and inclination, give eBay a whirl. A little hassle is not necessarily a bad thing, and can actually be conducive to your long-term minimalism. But to save your sanity, I recommend the following:

* Set a minimum threshold. In other words, sell only stuff that’ll net over a certain dollar amount (whether that’s $10, $20, or $50 is up to you). Make sure the reward is worth the effort.

* Don’t expect to make a fortune. Start the bidding at the minimum you’ll accept, and regard anything higher as a bonus.

* Limit the time. If an item doesn’t sell within seven days, for example, send it to the donation pile. (Give only particularly valuable items a second chance).

* Use Craigslist for large, heavy, and fragile items. Don’t waste your time and money on elaborate packaging or expensive shipping services.

Alternatively—if you don’t have the time, don’t need the money, and don’t feel compelled to suffer for your sins:

* Be generous. Donate the things you don’t want; your discards may bring a great deal of joy to someone else! Consider it a wonderful chance to “do good” with your decluttering.

In summary: don’t let financial guilt bring your decluttering to a halt. Either grit your teeth and get thee on eBay—or support a good cause and move on with your life.

When your resolve wavers, ask yourself this: what’s more valuable, your stuff or your space?




15. Modules

 
 

Whenever I pack for a trip, I organize my stuff into modules: for example, I have a toiletry module, a clothing module, a first aid module, and a “long flight” module (with my earplugs, eye mask, and iPod Touch). This system helps me keep everything organized, and prevents me from overpacking.

When I moved overseas with a single duffel bag, I used a similar strategy. I arranged all my possessions in packing cubes: one for pants, one for shirts, one for underwear, one for paperwork, one for kitchen supplies, and one for toiletries. It made six weeks of hotel living significantly more pleasant and manageable.

In fact, I loved using modules so much, I made them an integral part of my everyday minimalist life. They’re the sixth step of the STREAMLINE strategy that I outline in my book, The Joy of Less, A Minimalist Living Guide.

There’s no great mystery to the concept: a module is simply a set of related items that perform a particular task. To make one, all you need to do is:

* Gather like items together

* Cull the excess (like duplicates!)

* Contain them for storage and/or portability

The container can be a drawer, shelf, box, storage bin, or ziplock bag—whatever’s handy and appropriate for the contents.

Modules are particularly beneficial for the following household items:

* Craft supplies – dedicate one storage bin to each hobby, like knitting, scrapbooking, or beading

* Office supplies – gather together all those pens, paperclips, sticky notes, and rubberbands

* Kitchen gadgets

* Spices, condiments, and baking supplies

* Clothing – assign certain drawers, shelves, and containers to particular items

* Sports equipment – use boxes, bins, or hanging bags to corral balls, helmets, pads, and more

* Electronics – consolidate those cables, chargers, and headphones

* Accessories – like jewelry, scarves, belts, wallets, and bags

* Seasonal stuff – like winter hats and gloves, or summer flipflops and beach towels

* Holiday decorations

* Cleaning supplies

* Cosmetics and toiletries

Why are modules so conducive to a minimalist lifestyle? Because they help you pare down in three ways:

1. When you consolidate like items into modules, you see exactly how much you have. Owning sixty-three pens seems more absurd when you see them all together, than when they’re scattered throughout the house. Ditto for twenty white t-shirts, three staplers, or a lifetime supply of yarn.

2. Modules put physical limits on your possessions. For example, once you fill up your box dedicated to video games, you have to toss something old before adding something new. It’s a super-effective way to put a lid on further accumulation.

3. Modules provide a place for everything, and keep everything in its place. The result: you’re much less likely to acquire an extra screwdriver, measuring tape, or bottle of vanilla when you can easily find the one you already have.

(Just a note: be sure to declutter, declutter, and declutter some more, before you put anything in a container—otherwise, you’re just organizing your clutter.)

Modules help you organize your stuff, eliminate the excess, and refrain from accumulating more. They’re one of the easiest and most effective ways to get your stuff under control—and keep it that way!




16. Seven Steps to a Minimalist Wardrobe

 
 

When I decided to pursue a minimalist lifestyle, one of the first areas I tackled was my closet. I had too many clothes that I didn’t wear, and too little space in which to keep them. I wanted a wardrobe that was simple, elegant, and functional—and I wanted to be able to retrieve the pieces, and put them away, without any pushing, pulling, or wrestling.

Over the course of a few months, I pared down my closet to less than half its original contents. I sold a number of items on eBay, gave some to family and friends, and donated the rest.

The reward: a spacious closet, and a well-edited wardrobe that perfectly suits my needs.

Want to do the same? Just follow these seven easy steps, and you’ll never again have “a closet full of clothes and nothing to wear:”

1. Purge everything that doesn’t fit. Ditch the “fat clothes,” the “skinny clothes,” and anything else that bunches, pulls, stretches, or sags in the wrong places.

2. Purge everything that doesn’t flatter. Get rid of the mom jeans, the baggy sweatshirts, and any other items that make you look or feel frumpy.

3. Purge everything you haven’t worn in the last year. Twelve months’ time is sufficient to cover all the seasons and occasions for which you need apparel. If you didn’t wear something last year, you probably won’t wear it the next.

4. Choose a base color. Pick a neutral like black, brown, navy, or khaki for your “foundation” pieces (like pants, skirts, and suits), and purge the rest.

5. Choose accent colors. Select a handful of shades that flatter you, and limit the rest of your apparel (like shirts and sweaters) accordingly. Choose colors that complement your base and each other, for optimal mixing and matching.

6. Pare down your shoes and purses. If you’ve chosen a base color for your clothes, you no longer need a rainbow of footwear and handbags. (Black shoes and a black bag, for example, go with everything in my closet.)

7. Accessorize. Instead of buying trendy apparel, stick to classic pieces and spice things up with scarves and jewelry. They’re significantly smaller and easier to store.

And remember, don’t put your rejects in a landfill; they may be perfect for someone else! If you don’t want to deal with selling them on eBay or in a consignment shop, be generous and give them away. If you donate them to a charitable organization (like Goodwill or Dress for Success), you may be able to take a tax write-off; therefore, obtain a receipt and record the value of donated items.

If you’d like to pursue a more minimalist lifestyle, decluttering your wardrobe is a great place to start. Each item you toss is like a weight lifted off your shoulders—and you’ll no doubt be inspired to tackle the rest of the house!




17. Simplify Your Clothing: Choose a Base Color

 
 

There was a time when the clothes in my closet ran the gamut of colors—I had warm hues, cool hues, neutrals, pastels, and jewel tones. What’s more, I had a variety of accessories to “match” this rainbow of apparel.

No more. In my quest for a minimalist closet, I found the secret to a well-edited wardrobe: choosing a base color.

Ideally, your base color should be a neutral like black, brown, navy, or khaki. I chose black—mainly because it’s flattering on me, travels well, and hides stains (if I splash something on myself at lunch, I can still make it through the day without looking a mess!).

This strategy has transformed my look, my closet, and my shopping habits. For the most part, I stick to black for bottoms (like pants and skirts) and add color with tops. Almost anything goes with black, but my wardrobe consists mainly of grays, burgundies, purples, and blues. I also have gray pants, and a gray skirt, that I can wear with either black or colored tops.

Furthermore, I’ve been able to significantly pare down my accessories. I no longer have the need for footwear or handbags in varying shades of brown or navy. A black purse, or pair of shoes, goes with everything in my closet—which means I can get by (and still look put-together) with far fewer purses and pairs of shoes.

The surprising part: although my wardrobe is a fraction of the size it used to be, I never feel I have “nothing to wear.” In fact, I find that I look (and feel) more well-dressed than when I had two closets full of clothes. Building a wardrobe around a base color ensures that everything goes with everything else. Even if I dressed in pitch darkness (or by pulling out pieces at random), I’d end up with a matching ensemble. It doesn’t get any better than that!




18. How Many Shoes are Enough?

 
 

Every once in awhile, I like to analyze a category of my possessions. I list what I own, and the reasons I own it. This exercise helps me gain perspective on exactly what I have—and more importantly, why I have it.

Recently, I decided to take a look at my shoe wardrobe. Years ago, I determined that the best way to minimize my shoes would be to stick to a single color. I chose black—so out went the brown loafers, the navy blue pumps, the bronze kitten heels, the silver flats, and the red sandals. The base colors of my clothing are black and gray, so I knew black shoes would match everything.

The grand total: six pairs of shoes. As a minimalist, I’d like to own less. However, they each satisfy a certain need, so I’m not sure how to pare down any further. Here’s the rundown:

1. Ballet flats. These are my everyday shoes in the spring and summer. They’re wonderfully versatile, and can be worn with pants, capris, shorts, skirts, and dresses.

2. Walking shoes. These black slip-ons with a thick sole function primarily as my travel and sightseeing shoes (or anytime I plan on walking more than a mile or so). They’re also my everyday winter shoe when I’m not wearing my boots. They’re versatile in the sense that they’re very comfortable, yet attractive enough to wear to a nice restaurant. The only drawback is they can only be worn with pants.

3. Knee high boots. I wear these constantly in the fall and winter with tights and skirts/sweater dresses. They’re slightly more frivolous than the first two pairs, but still play an important role in my wardrobe.

4. Office heels. Professional-looking heels appropriate for both work and dressier (but not formal) occasions. I wear these with skirts, suits, pants, and day dresses.

5. Dressy heels. Fabric sling-backs suitable for cocktail and more formal dresses. I wear these to weddings, parties, formal dinners, and cultural events like the opera and symphony. Although I wear these the least of all my shoes, I’m always glad I have them when I need them.

6. Hiking shoes. Unfortunately, my walking shoes are not up to the task of hiking (and would be quickly ruined by rain and mud). At first, I was reluctant to purchase these; however, I’ve experienced some of my most joyous days with these on my feet. They’ve enabled me to explore the beauty of the countryside, from which I’ve gained a greater reverence, and appreciation, for nature.

At this point, I’ve to come to terms with the fact that my lifestyle requires a certain variety of footwear. If I owned only ballet flats, I wouldn’t be able to go hiking, or walk long distances while traveling. If I owned only walking shoes, I wouldn’t be able to wear skirts or dresses. Furthermore, neither pair is appropriate for business suits or formal attire.

If I were a hermit, I could certainly manage with a single pair of shoes. However, while I’m a big proponent of minimalism, I don’t believe it should detract from my experience of life. Therefore, I hope my little discourse on shoes (which may appear somewhat trivial at first glance) illuminates a more important point: that minimalist living is not so much about living with as little as possible—but rather, as little as possible to meet your needs.




19. The Power of Accessories

 
 

I’ve noticed something funny. I can wear an ensemble that someone has seen me in multiple times; yet if I pair it with a scarf, unique necklace, or interesting pair of earrings, they’ll invariably comment on my “new outfit.”

Such is the power of accessories. They freshen up an “old” look in no time flat, and better yet, demand very little storage space. I imagine that ties function the same way for men. I’d have a hard time telling if a guy wore the same suit five days in a row; the tie, however, I would notice.

I hate having an overstuffed closet, and over the years have pared my wardrobe down to the essentials. The pieces are rather classic, and consist mainly of bottoms (pants and skirts) in black and gray, a handful of dresses, and tops in subtle colors (like burgundy, slate blue, and eggplant).

However, I’m kind of girly, and crave a bit of novelty every now and then. Instead of filling my closet with trendy pieces, I’ve been able to satisfy that craving with the occasional accessory purchase. My indulgences are usually handmade jewelry and silk scarves. Both take up precious little space, but add an interesting touch to my wardrobe basics.

It’s also a great strategy for packing light. When I travel, I tend to wear the same outfit two or three times. I’ll bring a scarf or two, however, to alter the look. They weigh next to nothing, instantly dress up whatever I’m wearing, and are infinitely easier to transport than another change of clothes.




20. Ten Steps to a Minimalist Office

 
 

After purging all my office supplies in my last move, I was determined to keep my new workspace as simple and streamlined as possible. Not only do I work better in an uncluttered environment; I don’t want to accumulate anything extra by the next time I move!

Here are ten techniques I’ve used to keep things to a minimum:

1. Stop incoming paperwork. Get off mailing lists, cancel magazine subscriptions, and sign up for online billing and statements. The less physical mail you have to deal with (and file), the better.

2. Digitize existing paperwork. Sure, a scanner is one more piece of office equipment; but it’ll probably take up less space than the paperwork it replaces. If you don’t need a physical copy of something, turn it into bits and bytes—that way, you’ll still have the information, without all the clutter.

3. Print as little as possible. Think long and hard before you hit the “print” button—the last thing you need is more paperwork to file. As an alternative, print to a PDF file using free software like cutePDF or pdf995.

4. Use an online fax service. Instead of devoting valuable space to a fax machine, make use of an online service like eFax.com. If you only send faxes once in a blue moon, do it from Staples or a copy shop.

5. Lose the landline and answering machine. If you use your cell phone and voice mail to conduct business, you can do away with these devices and save the desk space.

6. Think multi-functional. The more things you can accomplish with one machine, the better. For example: instead of having a separate printer, scanner, and photocopier, invest in one device that performs all three tasks.

7. Downsize your supplies. If you’ll never use a thousand paperclips, five hundred file folders, or fifty pens, give away the excess (to friends, family, or a nonprofit). Instead of buying super-size quantities of office items, purchase only what meets your needs.

8. See what you can live without. Don’t own things simply because they’re “expected.” I never thought I could go a year without a stapler or paperclips—but I’m happy to report that I have. (I guess attaching papers isn’t as important as I’d thought!) I also haven’t had need of a highlighter, hole punch, or rubber bands (all things I used to own).

9. Ditch the desktop. A laptop takes up much less space, and gives you the freedom to work anywhere. You may even end up ditching the desk!

10. Do less work. Just kidding (sort of). Instead of taking on every project that comes down the pike, leave yourself a little free time. Not only will you be less stressed; you’ll have an emptier inbox, desk, and file cabinet to boot!




21. No More Paper: Print to PDF

 
 

Like many people, I make the majority of my financial transactions online: from shopping to paying bills, from retrieving statements to managing bank accounts.

In the past, I used to print off a paper confirmation of each one. For some reason, I thought I needed physical “proof” every time money changed hands—be it a deposit into a savings account, or a receipt for a sweater ordered over the Internet. So although I was conducting the majority of my business electronically, my files were still bulging.

Then I discovered the three magic words that eliminated 90 percent of my paperwork: “print to PDF.”

Oh, how I love this option! It gives me the satisfaction of documentation, without the clutter.

No longer do I have a stack of receipts from online purchases I’ve made or bills I’ve paid. Yet if I ever find the need for a paper copy, I can easily print one off.

Similarly, when I come across an interesting article on the web, I no longer feel compelled to print it out and squirrel it away—just in case the web page or content disappears in the future. Instead, I print it to PDF, and voila!—I have a virtual library of “research” on my laptop.

To “print to PDF,” all you need is software such as CutePDF or pdf995. Both are free, and easy to install.

Once it’s installed, it’s a snap to use. To “print” the current page in your browser window, do the following: select “File,” then “Print,” and choose the PDF program from the dropdown box next to “Printer Name.” Click on the “OK” button, navigate to the folder in which you’d like to store the document, and name your file.

Of course, you don’t want to make your computer a digital dumping ground! Be selective with your “printing,” and set up folders (such as “Receipts” or “Articles,” for example) to organize the documentation you generate. Most importantly, make regular backups of your files in case of data loss.

I’m striving to live as paperless a life as possible—and this simple feature has gone a long way towards helping me accomplish that goal.




22. Minimizing Magazines

 
 

The Internet is such a wonderful source of information, that I no longer feel the need to subscribe to any magazines. In fact, many publications make the same content available on their websites, making paper copies largely unnecessary.

That said, I know many people prefer to kick back with their favorite glossy rather than stare at a computer screen. Fair enough! As long as you keep current with your incoming subscriptions, you can keep magazine clutter under control. Commit to reading each one the month it arrives. When the new one appears in your mailbox, out goes the old!

If you have a backlog of unread issues, limit the number of publications to which you subscribe. Once you’ve fallen behind two months or so, you’re unlikely to catch up—and the magazine piles will grow and grow. Remember, it’s only possible to read and absorb so much information; anything beyond that only leads to mental clutter. It’s important to keep your mind as clear as your space.

And by all means, do not keep an entire magazine for one interesting article. Tear out the article and file it; or better yet, scan it into your computer. The less paper clutter the better, and the information will be at your fingertips when you need it.

One more thing: if you’re going to receive paper subscriptions, don’t let them pile up in a landfill. Recycle them, or donate them to your local library, physician’s or dentist’s office. And when you’re feeling “greener,” think about giving up the paper copies altogether—you’ll not only save money, but a whole lot of trees!




23. Ditch the Prints—Digital Photos are More Fun!

 
 

To be honest, I’ve never really enjoyed spending hours looking through someone else’s family photo albums—and I get the feeling I’m not the only one! On the other hand, receiving a snapshot by email always makes me smile.

I stopped printing digital photos many years ago, and I recently paid a service to scan my shoeboxes of old pictures. Not only has this eliminated a lot of clutter from my life, but I actually look at my photos much more often. I can access them more easily, and more quickly, now that they’re on my laptop. If on a whim I want to view pictures of my trip to Paris, the office Christmas party, or even my high school prom, they’re right there at my fingertips; if I had to dig through a closet or shoebox to find them, I likely wouldn’t bother.

Furthermore, in this day and age, digital photos are a lot easier to share than paper ones. Most of us don’t get to see our friends and relatives as often as we’d like—so when we finally visit, we may end up browsing through prints from months (or years!) ago. It’s much more fun to receive a recent snapshot of a friend’s new baby or relative’s vacation by email, than to slog through a pile of outdated photos later on.

Another point to consider: paper photos can easily be destroyed in a fire, flood, or other disaster (or slowly deteriorate with age). Since digital photos can be “stored” in multiple ways (on a hard drive, online, and on DVDs in different locations), you’re much less likely to suffer a loss of your irreplaceable images.

So kick the print habit, and if you have albums or shoeboxes stuffed with old photos, consider scanning them (or paying a service to do so). You can share your snaps with friends and family by creating online albums through services like Flickr.com and Shutterfly.com. Be sure, of course, to burn backup copies of your digital photos onto archival DVDs.

Going digital not only frees up space, and eliminates the need to store, move, and worry about physical photographs; it also enables you (and your loved ones) to derive much more enjoyment from them!




24. Dealing with OPC (Other People's Clutter)

 
 

I often hear from people who want to pare down, but are frustrated with their partner’s, children’s, or family’s reluctance to get on board. They feel that no matter how much of their own stuff they purge, they’ll always be tripping over, shoving aside, or otherwise dealing with someone else’s clutter.

I have to admit, that’s a tough situation. Unfortunately, begging, pleading, evangelizing, or threatening can have the opposite effect—and result in making them more determined to hang on to their stuff.

Don’t despair! Your words may fall on deaf ears, but there are a few things you can do to (gently) prod those clutterbugs in the right direction:

1. Designate clutter-free zones. Declare that all public and family spaces (like the living room, dining room, and kitchen) will henceforth be clutter-free areas; it’s a great way to confine clutter to its owner’s personal space. If any wayward items land in these zones, return them immediately to their owner. Better yet, let your family know that anything left behind will be considered a voluntary “donation” to charity.

2. Set limits. Introduce your family to the concept of limits. Whether it’s your child’s toybox, your teenager’s closet, or your spouse’s workshop, explain that they’re welcome to fill it to the brim; but once it starts overflowing, they’ll have to purge some of the old before adding anything new.

3. Set an example. The most persuasive argument for decluttering is a clean and serene space. Once your family sees your pared-down cupboards, your roomy closet, or your minimal workspace, they may very well be inspired to follow suit!

4. Make it a game. Plan a Family Decluttering Day, and introduce a little healthy competition. Task each member of the household with purging their own things, and declare the person with the biggest pile of castoffs the decluttering champion. (Add a special prize—like letting the winner pick a movie or restaurant to celebrate—for more incentive.)

5. Make it charitable. Find a local charity in need of clothes, toys, games, books, or other items—and ask family members if they have anything to spare for those in need. An opportunity to help others can be a wonderful catalyst for decluttering.

6. Make it profitable. If you have the time and inclination, offer to help family members sell their castoffs on eBay. You may be able to take a shortcut with young children, by “buying” their stuff from them (say for $1 per toy or game), and donating their rejects to charity.

7. Make them clean. Cleaning around stuff makes housekeeping a hundred times harder. Ask your spouse or child to do a top-to-bottom scrub of a room, drawer, or closet—including taking everything out to reach every nook and cranny. Chances are good that some of the “junk” might not make it back in!

Whatever you do, don’t give up. Be patient, and ease your family slowly into a simpler lifestyle. Hopefully, your decluttering will become contagious—and you’ll have plenty of company on your minimalist journey.




25. Life Without a TV

 
 

For years, my husband and I talked about giving up our TV. We hadn’t had cable in a decade, hardly watched anything other than the news, and didn’t like the way it was the focal point of our living room.

But for some reason we could never take the crucial step of getting rid of the darn thing. Worse yet: when a lightning storm conveniently destroyed it for us, what did we do? We went out and bought another one.

Our recent overseas move, however, provided us with another chance to be TV-free. And this time, I’m happy to report, we took it.

Shipping our television across the globe was out of the question—not only would it have been prohibitively expensive, it was unlikely to work at our destination. So we finally bit the bullet, and sold it on Craigslist a few days before our closing.

After we’d moved and found a new abode, the question soon arose as to whether or not to replace it. Thankfully, we resisted the temptation. We’ve been without a television for two years now—and to be honest, we hardly notice its absence. In fact, our home, and lives, seem much more serene without it.

Better yet, I’ve found that our lack of a television has made it easier for us to live a minimalist lifestyle. Here’s how:

1. No commercials. The fewer things we see advertised, the less stuff we “need” or want—hence, the less likely we are to fill our home with junk. We also escape the feelings of deprivation such marketing messages are designed to invoke.

2. No “Joneses” to keep up with. We have no idea how celebrities, reality stars, or TV characters dress or decorate their homes, so we have no motivation to purchase similar items. We’re also blissfully unaware of popular culture and trends, so they have no influence on our consumer decisions.

3. Less furniture. We don’t need a TV stand or entertainment center. We’ve also been able to rethink the layout, and necessity, of other living room furniture.

4. Fewer accessories. We’ve eliminated the need for a DVD player, sound system, speakers, and remote controls.

5. Less repetition. Between morning, dinnertime, and evening, we used to watch about two hours of news each day—and see the same stories repeated ad nauseam. Now we simply read the news online, and receive the same information in a much more efficient manner.

6. Less “junk” news. We’re no longer subject to frivolous “news” stories on celebrities, sports figures, and entertainers.

7. More time. Now that watching television isn’t an option, we suddenly have a lot more leisure time. We’ve found that reading, talking, taking long walks, and trying new hobbies are much more satisfying than sitting in front of the tube. It actually feels like we have extra hours in the day!

When creating a minimalist lifestyle, we typically think about paring down our possessions. Just as important, however, is paring down distractions. Whether it’s television, magazine subscriptions, unfulfilling relationships, or commitments, anything that steals too much of our time and attention should be a candidate for elimination.

When we live minimally, we live more mindfully. By eliminating the extraneous, we gain the space, time, and energy to focus on what’s truly important to us.

I know many people may find it extreme to live without a television—and as I’ve mentioned, it took nothing short of an overseas move for us to give up ours. But if you’re striving for a minimalist lifestyle, the prospect is certainly worth considering.

Ask yourself if your TV enhances, or detracts, from your well-being. If the news makes you anxious, commercials make you acquisitive, or the “noise” makes you feel overwhelmed, distracted, or depressed, try pulling the plug (at least temporarily)—you may find yourself much happier without it!




26. Questioning the Couch

 
 

Have you ever been in a house without a couch?

I don’t think I have. I’ve thought about my friends’ houses, my relatives’ houses, and my neighbors’ houses. I’ve thought about all the places in which I’ve lived, from childhood until now. I’ve thought about the homes I’ve seen on TV, in movies, and in magazines.

From modest studios to million-dollar McMansions, from inner cities to suburbs to out-in-the-sticks, you’d be hard-pressed to find a living room without a couch.

In considering the subject, I realized that our sofa has always been the key piece of our décor. When we looked for houses or apartments, we’d wonder how the layout would accommodate it. After we moved in, we’d spend time experimenting with its optimum orientation (against the wall? at an angle? facing the window or TV?) In some cases, we even bought a new one because the old one didn’t suit the style or size of our new digs.

So naturally, after we found an apartment overseas, one of the first issues to arise was that of a couch. We’d lived without a single piece of furniture for two weeks, but our backsides were growing a bit numb from sitting on the wood floors.

Personally, I would have purchased a couple of floor cushions and called it a day. No matter how comfortably a room is furnished, I usually end up on the floor anyway. I simply feel more relaxed on the ground—and whether I’m eating, reading, or surfing the Internet, that’s where you’ll usually find me.

It seemed unfair, however, to deny my husband (and potential guests) more proper seating—and so our hunt for a couch began. We spent a weekend searching online, and visiting furniture stores, to find the perfect sofa for our new place. We looked at every type imaginable—from futons to loveseats to sectionals—and tried to imagine how they’d look in our open-plan living room.

We had just about settled on one with a mid-century modern design, when my husband suddenly asked, “Do we really need a couch?”

Do we really need a couch? Hmm. Good question. We took a break from shopping, and talked it over. We didn’t have a TV, so we weren’t sure what our couch would face. Furthermore, we’d always have to sit side-by-side, instead of face-to-face—unless, of course, we bought some additional chairs. The more we thought about it, the less appealing a couch seemed to be. Not to mention that it would likely require more pieces of furniture to balance it out.

We concluded that not only didn’t we need a couch; we didn’t even want one.

But would that be weird? We wondered what our landlord, guests, or family would think when they came to visit, and found an empty space where the sofa should be. But then we reasoned: we were already considered somewhat eccentric for quitting our jobs, getting rid of everything we owned, and moving to a foreign country. Why not go for broke and confirm our (already-suspected) quirkiness? Why not live in a house without a couch?

So instead of arranging delivery on a heavy, expensive sofa (the resale of which we would someday have to orchestrate), we decided on a more lightweight, mobile, and versatile option: we threw two lounge chairs and a coffee table into our car, and were on our way. And thus we completed the task of furnishing our apartment.

I’m certainly not suggesting that minimalists can’t have couches. My point, rather, is that we should think about why we own what we do. We should make our possessions fit our lifestyle, instead of the other way around. We shouldn’t feel pressured to own things just because it’s expected, or because everyone else has one. We should feel free to own only those things that meet our needs (no matter how strange that may seem to anyone else!).




27. What’s in a Minimalist Kitchen?

 
 

When my husband and I purged our possessions for our overseas move, we discovered that the majority of our “stuff” came out of the kitchen. We had never realized just how many plates, pots, pans, glasses, utensils, and other cooking implements we had accumulated over the years.

Now that we’re “rebuilding” our kitchen across the pond, we’re determined to keep things to a minimum. We only want to own those culinary items we use on a regular basis.

Sure, we could have a super-minimalist kitchen if we didn’t cook very often (or ate mostly frozen dinners or convenience foods). However, my husband and I enjoy preparing meals together, and try to base our pescaterian (vegetables and fish) diet on whole, unprocessed foods. Therefore, we’ve deemed a functional kitchen one of our necessities.

After picking up the absolute basics, we’ve been taking it slow when it comes to culinary apparatus—and acquiring things strictly on an as-needed basis. Our main criteria: we must use something at least once a week for it to earn a place in our kitchen. So far, we’ve been getting by quite nicely with the following items:

Pots and pans: large skillet, saucepan, pasta pot, baking pan

Small appliances: tea kettle, rice cooker, French press

Other: chef’s knife, bread knife, paring knife, colander, steamer, cutting board, measuring cup, spatula, serving spoon, whisk, can opener, corkscrew, stainless steel mixing bowl, water filtration pitcher

For utensils, we purchased a simple, four-place setting. We also bought four plates, two bowls, two coffee mugs, and a set of four small glasses (to be used for all liquids other than coffee and tea).

In general, I’m not inclined to own extra stuff for the handful of times we entertain; when we hosted Thanksgiving dinner last year, I had no problem borrowing extra plates and utensils for the evening. 

Plenty of websites and cookbooks offer lists of kitchen essentials; more than a few, however, seem intent on making sure you’ll be able to cook anything at any time. In that sense, having a minimalist kitchen requires some minor adjustments in priorities and lifestyle. I wouldn’t be able to bake cupcakes tonight on a whim, for example—but I’m okay with that. In fact, we’ve decided to forgo bakeware almost entirely; instead of making our own sweets, we save those calories for when we’re out on the town, and indulge in a decadent visit to a bakery or pastry shop.

Of course, everyone’s list of essentials will be different; ours simply suits what we like to cook and eat (mainly fish, pasta, rice, soups, salads, and sautéed and steamed vegetables). It’s simply a matter of determining which culinary items you regularly use, and getting rid of the excess.




28. Simplifying Glassware

 
 

Not too long ago, my husband and I had a cupboard full of glasses: water glasses, juice glasses, pint glasses, wine glasses, champagne glasses, even whiskey glasses. Name a beverage, and we likely had a special glass for it.

In hindsight, it seems ridiculous—but we hadn’t gone out and purchased them all at once. They just slowly accumulated over the years we lived in our house. Some we bought for daily needs, some we received as gifts, and some we acquired for special occasions.

Some we used every day, and some we used just once or twice a year. But because they generally came four to six in a set, we had far too many for a household of two.

The last time we moved, we said “enough” to all those glasses. We had a chance to start over—and we did so with four simple tumblers. Our strategy was to start with those, and add more only when absolutely necessary. As we’d moved to a place where we knew very few people, we didn’t anticipate throwing big cocktail or dinner parties.

Well, I’m happy to report that eighteen months later, we haven’t found need to add to our collection. Our various beverages taste perfectly fine in the same simple glass—who knew?

My greatest concern had been wine. Would the lack of a fancy glass do a disservice to a fine vintage? Maybe—but since our bottles of choice are generally in the sub-$10 category, I needn’t have worried. In fact, while traveling through Europe, I was thrilled to discover that the restaurants we loved most (rustic, down-to-earth, family-run) served their wine the same way. I’m sure many a connoisseur would disagree, but I’ve come to prefer a simple glass over fussy stemware.

Ah, but what if we need to entertain? Well, we rarely host dinner for more than four people; and if called upon to do so, glasses would likely be the least of my worries (after plates, flatware, seating, and cookware). If the occasion arose, I would rent or borrow what’s needed, depending on the scale of the affair. At this point in my life, I can’t justify owning all that stuff for a giant “what if?”.




29. One Bowl Eating

 
 

I’m intrigued by the idea of eating all of my meals out of a single bowl. Not only would it reduce the tableware in my cabinets; I think it would make me more mindful, and more appreciative, of what I put in my body.

My ideal one bowl menu would look something like the following:

Breakfast: oatmeal. I don’t think there’s a more perfect minimalist food than oatmeal. It’s simple, it’s satisfying, and best of all, it has so much potential. Oatmeal is like a blank slate: simply add what you like according to the season or your mood. Some of my favorite “embellishments” include brown sugar, cinnamon, honey, blueberries, and cranberries (not all at once, of course!).

Lunch:
hiyayakko. I discovered this simple, delicious dish a few years ago in Tokyo. It consists of a cold block of tofu, topped with green onions, dried tuna flakes (optional if vegetarian), and soy sauce.

Snack: yogurt. I eat this every afternoon to keep healthy bacteria in my digestive system. I’ve been buying it at the store, but would like to learn to make my own.

Dinner: steamed vegetables over rice. I’m happy to eat this perfectly plain, as I love to savor the individual taste of each vegetable. My husband, however, prefers a little more flavor—so we usually add a sauce like Thai green curry, or ginger and garlic. Other dinner options would be a hearty soup, or a bowl of pasta.

I don’t think one bowl eating would be too difficult, and am hard-pressed to think of any favorite meals that require a plate. I also like the connection to Zen philosophy: itinerant monks used to carry one bowl to satisfy their need for sustenance while pursuing their spiritual path.

I imagine that eating from a single bowl would focus my attention on the contents—to contemplate it, celebrate it, and be thankful for it (instead of taking it for granted).

I would also have to wash it directly after each use, so that it would be ready for the next meal. No more dirty dishes piling up in the sink!




30. The Minimalist Linen Closet

 
 

While decluttering recently, my husband and I found that we had somehow accumulated far too many sheets and towels for a household of two adults. We’re not sure exactly how it happened, but we ended up with quite a collection: “everyday” linens, “good” linens, “guest” linens, “backup” (ie. shabby) linens, etc. I have to confess, sometimes I’d buy a new set just because it was pretty, or I was in the mood for a change. Then instead of decluttering an older set, I’d hold on to it “just in case.” Embarrassingly enough, one set of sheets was still in its package.

Henceforth, we’re determined to keep a lid on our linen count. To accomplish this, we’re using the following strategies:

1. We only use one size of towel, and dispense with the hand towels, face towels, fingertip towels, and other single function towels.

2. We think of our towels as functional items, not bathroom décor, and don’t feel the need to change them for aesthetic reasons (like different colors or designs).

3. We don’t change sheets with the seasons, as we’ve found simple cotton to suffice just fine. Neither of us likes flannel sheets, so we don’t find it necessary to have separate summer and winter sets.

4. We’ve kept only what’s absolutely necessary: four towels, and two sets of sheets. That way, we have a set to use while laundering the other.

5. We use our second set as guest linens. We felt it unnecessary to store extra linens for the 99 percent of the year that we’re not providing accommodations for friends or family.

Our minimalist linen closet provides just enough to meet our needs, and provide comfort to our guests. We’ll simply replace sheets and towels when necessary, instead of stashing away an army’s worth!




31. What’s in Your Tokonoma?

 
 

In traditional Japanese households, décor is kept to an absolute minimum. Usually, just one or two artistic items are displayed in a small alcove called a tokonoma.

The tokonoma generally holds a calligraphic scroll or painting, along with a bonsai or simple flower arrangement. The items are appropriate to the season (like fall foliage or spring blossoms), and are meant to evoke an appreciation for both art and nature.

Of course, you don’t need an actual tokonoma to put this concept into practice. In our former house, my husband and I had a small console cabinet in the corner of our living room. On it, I displayed various “treasures” from our backyard, such as fresh flowers from our garden or a branch from our cherry tree. Sometimes, I added a small decorative object, like my little kokeshi doll or other souvenir from our travels.

That was the extent of our living room décor—we had nothing on the walls, or the other surfaces in the room.

As a minimalist, I love the tokonoma concept for the following reasons:

* It puts special objects in the spotlight, instead of making them compete for attention with dozens of others.

* It’s a wonderful opportunity to celebrate the season and enjoy the gifts of nature.

* By limiting the number of items on display, it discourages excess accumulation of decorative objects.

* If you rotate your décor, you always have a fresh look.

In our new apartment, we’ve created a miniature tokonoma on our windowsill—currently, it holds a handful of interesting rocks and shells we’ve picked up on our walks. This small display always makes me smile, and adds a lovely personal touch (and a little bit of nature) to our otherwise minimal home.




32. Minimalist Workhorse: Mason Jars

 
 

I’m a huge fan of versatile items—from both a minimalist and ecological standpoint, I think it’s better to own one multi-functional item than several single-function ones. In my opinion, the more uses something has, the more worthy a place in our households.

When it comes to multi-functional items, I’m hard-pressed to think of a better workhorse than the humble mason jar. Besides their obvious use for canning and storing food, they can fill myriad other roles in our homes: from serving as lanterns, to drinkware, to impromptu piggy banks.

The best part: they can do double-duty as both storage and décor. Instead of buying mass-produced tchotchkes, consider “decorating” your home with the stuff of your everyday life. It’s elegant, inexpensive, and makes you truly mindful of what you own.

Consider the following ways to put mason jars to work in your home:

1. Kitchen storage/décor. Displaying dry foods in glass jars—like pasta, beans, coffee, and spices—are a wonderful way to add warmth to your minimalist kitchen.

2. Bathroom storage/décor. Use them to hold cotton balls, q-tips, or bath salts for a serene, spa-like look.

3. Laundry room. Powdered detergent is prettier in a glass jar than commercial packaging. (Make your own, so you can skip the packaging altogether!)

4. Vase. A mason jar makes a lovely, simple vase for a single bloom or small bunch of flowers.

5. Lanterns. I love the look of white candles or tea lights in glass jars—so beautiful!

6. Office supplies. Use them to corral all those loose paperclips, rubberbands, or pencils.

7. Paint. They provide a great way to store your paint so you can actually see the color.

8. Hardware. Fill them with screws, nails, bolts, and all those other bits and bobs on your workbench.

9. Drinkware. Nothing says summer like a mint julep or iced tea served in a mason jar.

10. Terrarium. For some low-maintenance greenery, make a terrarium: all you need is potting soil, pea gravel, activated charcoal, and some moisture-loving plants.

11. Piggy bank. There’s something very satisfying about seeing all that spare change accumulate.

12. Craft supplies. Beads, buttons, and embroidery floss are gorgeous in their own right—and make more interesting décor than mass-produced trinkets.

13. Natural décor. Glass jars of sand, stones, seashells, and other natural treasures lend a nice organic touch to any room.

14. Gifts. Homemade mixes in mason jars make wonderful gifts. Layer the dry ingredients for a decadent treat—like hot cocoa, or chocolate chip cookies—and attach a label with the recipe.




33. Adding Warmth Without Adding Stuff

 
 

The most frequent criticism I hear about minimalist homes is that they’re “cold,” “sterile,” or “uninviting.”

Of course, such criticisms usually come from people who aren’t minimalists; and in the end, it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks about your home but you.

However, sometimes our decluttering efforts can suck the warmth out of our space. We’re so focused on elimination, that we forget about our aesthetic needs—those little visual cues that make us (and our families) feel comfortable in our homes.

Never fear: your living room doesn’t have to look like Pottery Barn to have charm and character. Here are some ways to cozy up your space without adding more stuff:

1. Choose natural materials. When your furnishings and décor are few, natural materials convey a wonderful sense of warmth. For example: a reclaimed wood table, a wool area rug, beeswax candles, or linen napkins.

2. Add texture. This is a great way to add visual interest, especially with a monochromatic color scheme. A chunky handknit throw, nubby wool upholstery, or hammered metal bowl are subtle, elegant alternatives to chintz and frills.

3. Decorate with nature. Skip the home décor stores, and decorate with a plant, vase of flowers, cluster of branches, or unusual rocks you’ve gathered on a hike. They’re inexpensive (or free!), and add a beautiful, organic look to your space.

4. Use light as décor. During the day, throw open the curtains or blinds (or consider letting your windows go naked) to maximize natural light. In the evening, a few candles or string of white lights can create a romantic, magical glow.

5. Use color. A coat of paint is the easiest way to liven up a room without adding stuff; even a single wall of color can have a dramatic effect. However, if (like me) you’re a devotee of white walls, you can still benefit from a splash of color—simply choose fun hues for your practical stuff, like pillows, placemats, towels, or upholstery.

6. Choose vintage or recycled materials. Not only are upcycled items more eco-friendly; there’s just something infinitely more charming about stuff with a patina or history.

7. Use glass jars. I adore mason jars. I think some of the consumable stuff in our homes—spices, beans, coffee, pasta, cotton balls, bath salts—are pretty enough to serve as décor.

8. Use personal items. Stuff with meaning—like personal photos, artwork, or travel souvenirs—are so much more interesting than store-bought décor. The key is editing: highlight just a few important pieces, to give them the spotlight they deserve.

Remember: adding warmth isn’t about adding stuff. An empty room with weathered wood floors and a single vase of flowers can be absolutely delightful. Rather, it’s about choosing our stuff with care, so that our homes are welcoming havens for our families, our guests, and ourselves. When you come home at the end of a long day, your space should always make you smile.




34. Naked Windows

 
 

When it comes to home décor, there are few things I love more than naked windows. In my book, they’re right up there with empty walls.

Of course, I recognize that window treatments can be quite practical—and in many cases, quite necessary! We live in the city, in view of our neighbors across the street; therefore, leaving our bedroom windows bare is out of the question. Our living room, however, is on a corner; and even though it has large, floor-to-ceiling windows, it’s less “exposed” to nearby buildings. Furthermore, a large tree right next to it provides privacy three seasons of the year.

Therefore, we choose to leave our living room windows naked. It’s the best we can do in our urban environment. If we lived in the middle of nowhere (or with plenty of trees to shield the view), we wouldn’t have a single curtain, blind, or shade in the house.

Our situation was quite different in our former house, where our neighbors (and their windows) were just a few feet away on each side. Even then, however, we decided to forgo curtains, and opted instead for the simplest option we could find: translucent, white fabric shades that let in plenty of light and blended in to the white walls around them.

The loft apartment we lived in before that was ideal. There, we had an entire wall of factory windows; and since the building was in an industrial section of the city, across the street from an empty lot, we had no need to cover them. It was minimalist window heaven!

Sure, the argument can be made that window treatments are valuable for climate control—like blocking cold air in winter and sunshine in summer. However, I’ve been in plenty of homes where the curtains don’t seem to be providing any climate or privacy functions whatsoever; their raison d’etre is solely decorative. And if that’s the case, why have them at all?

Lest you think this matter too trivial to discuss, no less than Thoreau himself weighed in on it in Walden:

“I would observe, by the way, that it costs me nothing for curtains, for I have no gazers to shut out but the sun and moon, and I am willing that they should look in. The moon will not sour milk nor taint meat of mine, nor will the sun injure my furniture or fade my carpet; and if he is sometimes too warm a friend, I find it still better economy to retreat behind some curtain which nature has provided, than to add a single item to the details of housekeeping.”

I’m with you, Henry!




35. How to Create a Minimalist Bathroom

 
 

Are you dreaming of a serene, spa-like bathroom, with gleaming surfaces and not a toiletry in sight?

Just follow these ten tips for creating a minimalist bathroom, and you’ll have a space that soothes your soul while you brush your teeth.

1. Empty all the (moveable) contents out of the bathroom. Yes, really. You’ll be surprised how many things you’ll find that don’t really need to be there: that moisturizer that made you break out, the hotel samples you brought home from your last vacation, the curling iron you haven’t used in a decade.

2. Go through your daily routine, and put back only those items you use on an everyday basis. If you don’t touch it at least once a day, it doesn’t belong in your bathroom. Keep those seldom-used items in a box in your linen closet instead.

3. Create ample storage. Make sure you have enough storage to keep all items hidden (preferably behind opaque, mirrored, or frosted doors), even if this means adding a cabinet to the space. It’s important that everything have a place.

4. Keep surfaces clear. If you follow only one tip in this article, make it this one. Clear surfaces are the key to a minimalist bathroom. Do whatever’s necessary to keep your hairbrush, deodorant, razor, eye shadow, and other sundries off the countertop.

5. Keep it clean. Basic cleanliness goes a long way towards making your space more serene. Give surfaces a quick wipe down once a day to maintain that spotless look.

6. Assign space. If the bathroom is shared by multiple family members, assign each one a particular shelf or drawer for their personal items. That way, one person’s toiletries won’t take over the whole space.

7. Paint the walls white (or a very light color). White walls make a small space feel larger and airier, and create a sense of uniformity. To achieve a minimalist look, you want the walls to “disappear;” the less obtrusive you can make them, the better.

8. Replace worn-out, dated fixtures. This doesn’t mean you have to spend big money on a designer faucet. Simple, streamlined fixtures can be obtained at reasonable prices from home improvement centers like Lowe’s and Home Depot. It’s a great opportunity to install low-flow, eco-friendly models.

9. Use basic white towels in a standard size. They’re inexpensive, easy to replace, and look much more serene than a hodgepodge of mismatched towels.

10. For a luxurious spa look, accessorize with one decorative item: like a single candle, orchid, or glass bowl of pebbles.




36. Simple Beauty: 11 Ways to Look Gorgeous without Chemicals

 
 

My main reason for pursuing a minimalist lifestyle is that I enjoy an uncluttered environment. Nothing makes me happier than a sparse, open space with little visual distraction. I also love the freedom that results when you don’t have a lot of stuff to worry about, care for, and move around.

However, I also have a second reason for practicing minimalism: I’m worried about the impact of all that stuff on the world and its people. I’m concerned about how the manufacture and disposal of material goods affect the environment, and how the chemicals contained in them affect our health.

Case in point: cosmetics. Many of the personal care products (creams, lotions, shampoos, makeup) we use each day contain toxic ingredients, which are in large part unregulated by the FDA. The chemicals are present in small amounts, but the long term effects of smearing them on our heads, faces, and bodies every day are unknown.

Since I first read about such issues a few years ago, I’ve drastically cut back on the products I use—eliminating things like perfume, nail polish, mascara, and fancy skin creams. I generally stick to a sunscreen/moisturizer combo, lip balm, and minimal makeup (light powder, lipstick, and occasional eyeshadow) when I need to look professional. I’ve also been seeking less-toxic alternatives to my favorite shampoo, body wash, and deodorant, with the help of the Skin Deep cosmetic database.

In the process, I’ve found that being mindful of the products I use has made me even more of a minimalist. Questioning the ingredients in my lotions and potions has not only decreased the chemicals I put on my skin—it’s cleared my bathroom shelves, streamlined my morning routine, and made it that much easier to travel lightly.

I’d like to share with you eleven ways to minimize the chemicals in your beauty routine, and still look gorgeous:

1. Wash your face with honey. Used as a facial wash, honey tightens pores, moisturizes skin, and is believed to help treat and control acne. Simply wet your face with warm water, massage with a tablespoon of raw, unprocessed honey, and rinse well. Or, apply it as a mask, and let it sit 15-20 minutes before washing it off. 

2. Use witch hazel as a toner. It’s natural, gentle, and alcohol-free, and won’t dry out skin like chemical-based formulas. Witch hazel refreshes your skin, and removes excess oils and impurities. 

3. Moisturize with olive oil. Olive oil is an effective moisturizer for your face, knees, elbows, cuticles, and chapped lips—just about all over! Be sure to buy the “extra virgin” variety, as the “pure” and “light” types are lesser grade oils that have been chemically processed.

4. Shampoo with baking soda, and rinse with apple cider vinegar. This natural combo is a popular alternative to shampoo. First, dilute a tablespoon of baking soda with enough water to make a loose paste, then massage it into your scalp. After rinsing it out, pour an apple cider vinegar and water solution over the ends. 

5. Make a facial with oatmeal. It’s very simple: just mix dry oatmeal and water into a paste and spread it on your face. Let it dry, then rinse with warm water. It has a wonderful calming effect on the skin, reducing irritation and inflammation.

6. Use tea tree oil for blemishes. Tea tree oil is a natural antiseptic that kills bacteria without chemicals—simply dab a bit on the inflamed spot morning and night. It’s a great way to avoid the harsh ingredients in acne creams (which can further irritate skin).

7. Use one natural bar soap for body and hair. Make your soap do double-duty in the shower! Check out farmers’ markets and health food stores for those made from natural ingredients. The packaging (or lack thereof) of bar soap is more eco-friendly than plastic body wash or shampoo bottles.

8. DIY. Search the Internet, and you’ll find plenty of recipes for making your own soap, lotions, shampoos, facials, and cosmetics from natural (and edible) ingredients.

9. Choose products with natural ingredients. If you don’t want to cook up your own potions, start reading labels more carefully. The Skin Deep cosmetics database provides safety ratings for thousands of personal care products. 

10. Drink plenty of water. Drinking eight to ten glasses of water per day hydrates your skin, helps it maintain its elasticity, and gives it a healthy, natural glow. An added bonus: it’s also good for the rest of your body, helping to lubricate joints and flush out toxins and impurities.

11. Get your beauty sleep. Getting plenty of rest each night is one of the most effective ways to improve your overall health and appearance. You’ll avoid bloodshot eyes and dark circles, and your skin will look smoother and more radiant. Go to bed early, and wake up gorgeous!




37. One Less Thing: Perfume

 
 

An important part of being a minimalist is realizing what you can do without. It’s a continual process of discovering One Less Thing that—despite what peers, advertisements, or societal norms tell you—you just don’t need.

Several years ago, I discovered One Less Thing I could do without: perfume.

As a young girl, I associated those fancy glass bottles of fragrance with glamour, sophistication, and femininity—and was thrilled to receive my first one (the lemon-y Jean Naté—oh, the nostalgia!) as a birthday gift in junior high. I graduated onto the hipper Calvin Klein Eternity in high school, had a brief fling with Le De Givenchy during an Audrey Hepburn phase, and spritzed daily with Chanel Allure as an adult. (Yes, I’m girly like that.)

A perfume bottle was a standard fixture on my bathroom counter—that is, until I started learning more about what was inside.

You see, I’d always assumed perfumes were made of pretty things like flowers, sunshine, and rainbows. I’d never stopped to question exactly what was in the stuff I was spraying on my body. As naïve as it sounds, it came as a surprise to me that I was dousing myself with synthetic chemicals on a daily basis.

As it turns out, perfumes are full of potential hazards—and current laws don’t require companies to disclose them. Neurotoxins, hormone-disrupting chemicals called phthalates, and harmful synthetic musks are common ingredients. But because companies can claim fragrance as trade secrets, you won’t find them listed on the label. Worse yet, very few of the thousands of ingredients used in perfumes have been tested for human safety; their effects on the skin, the brain, the respiratory system, and other organs are simply unknown.

Well, that knowledge was enough to make me drop perfume (and other fragranced products, from shower gel to body lotion) from my beauty routine. To me, smelling like a rose was hardly worth the health risks.

Furthermore, I became concerned about the environmental impacts of perfume production and distribution. Ninety-five percent of the chemicals used in fragrances are petroleum-based compounds, and the manufacture of both the perfumes and their bottles consume a great deal of energy. Not to mention shipping them to shops and department stores around the globe!

It may seem a trivial topic, but fragrance is a multi-billion dollar industry. Walk down any high street in Europe, or into any mall in America, and you’ll see shelves piled high with designer potions; open up any magazine, or turn on any TV channel, and you’ll likely see an ad for the latest celebrity-endorsed scent. And it’s not just a female thing; men’s cologne commands a significant share of the market.

Yet, ironically enough, although such perfumes promise to make us more attractive to the opposite sex, research shows that our natural scents are more appealing.

So as a minsumer, I have to question: do we really want to waste our precious resources, our precious dollars—and possibly our precious health—on something we really don’t need?

For me, giving up perfume is a joyful act of consumer disobedience. It’s also an opportunity to have One Less Thing to purchase, to own, to clutter up my countertop, to affect my health, and to poison our environment. I now get my fragrance fix the old-fashioned way: enjoying the smell of rain, grass, fruit, flowers, and freshly-baked sweets, among other (natural) things.




38. Seven Ways to Slim Down Your Wallet

 
 

I try to keep my wallet as light and streamlined as possible. To this end, I’ve found the following strategies to be particularly useful:

1. Carry one credit card. In fact, own as few as possible; signing up for every store card, or offer that comes in the mail, only complicates life. Who wants to deal with all that paperwork? (And worse yet, all that potential debt!) I typically keep two credit cards at a time: one with a high credit limit, for travel, big-ticket items, and emergencies; and one with a low limit for online shopping (to lessen the hassle if the numbers are stolen). The low limit one stays at home, the higher limit one in my wallet.

2. Carry one debit/ATM card. This not only reduces the bulk of your wallet, it helps you consolidate spending onto one bank statement.

3. Carry cash. From a strictly minimalist standpoint, you might say that cash adds unnecessary bulk. However, I much prefer to carry a few bills, rather than review a bank statement that has a million little purchases on it. In fact, I use cash as much as possible, particularly for minor expenditures like food, household supplies, drugstore items, books, magazines, and most clothing. I simply don’t want to be bothered with keeping the receipts, and matching them up to a bank statement every month.

4. Don’t carry a checkbook. It takes up too much space, and makes you that person that nobody wants to be in line behind.

5. Don’t use your wallet as a filing cabinet. I empty all the receipts from my wallet as soon as I get home, trashing the insignificant ones and filing those that I might need later (for warranties, returns, and tax purposes).

6. Don’t use your wallet as a Rolodex or photo album. Leave your business cards and photos at home (or convert them to digital format and put them on your smartphone or PDA, if you carry one).

7. Be selective with loyalty cards. Don’t accept them for places where you don’t shop frequently; or if you do, only bring them along when you’re going to that particular store. If you have multiples, consider using a service like JustOneClubCard.com to consolidate them.




39. I’m Dreaming of a Minimalist Christmas

 
 

From the time I was young, I’ve had mixed feelings about the holidays. While I love the excitement, the festivity, and the gatherings with family and friends, I’ve always dreaded the “stuff” that seems to come along with it.

When I was a child, I couldn’t articulate just what it was that made me so uncomfortable about Christmas. I enjoyed the anticipation, and how the spirit of the season made the everyday world seem more magical. But the day after opening my mountain of presents, I’d tuck them away as quickly as possible, unsure of how to handle the sudden barrage of new possessions.

I began to understand my problem as a young adult. Immediately after Thanksgiving, I’d go into defensive mode. I knew stuff would soon be flying at me from all directions (from family, relatives, friends, and colleagues). I’d try my best to get out of gift exchanges, and dodged social calls that might involve presents (“let’s get together after the holidays instead”), but I felt like I was fighting a losing battle. In the end, I’d graciously accept what was given to me, and then return, regift, or donate what I could.

Fortunately, as my minimalist lifestyle became more understood and accepted, things changed. At first, people despaired about what to get me. “You’re so hard to shop for!” was a common refrain. Eventually, though, there came a point where I could rest easy; the vast majority of gifts I received were of a consumable nature (like food, wine, and homemade cookies). Better yet, many friends were happy to get together for a holiday lunch or dinner in lieu of exchanging presents.

In fact, as awkward as the topic often was to address, it seemed that the end of a gift exchange brought a sense of relief all around. I honestly think that far fewer presents would change hands if people had an easy way to say, “Let’s stop.” 

If you’d like to make your holiday a minimalist one, here are some ideas to consider:

Gifts. Try to limit gift exchanges as much as possible. Propose alternatives (like a get-together instead of presents) to friends and family. At the very least, express a preference for consumables; it’ll dramatically decrease your post-Christmas clutter. 

Cards. The vast majority of holiday cards wind up in the trash by January, so consider emailing a holiday greeting instead. You’ll save time, money, and the environment. If you feel you must send a card, consider recycling an old one—cut off the picture on the front, and send as a postcard.

Decorations. Give yourself permission to enjoy other people’s decorations, instead of feeling obligated to display your own. I haven’t had a Christmas tree, or decorated my home with lights, in years; I much prefer walking around neighborhoods and downtown streets, and admiring everyone else’s efforts. If anything, opt for natural décor (greenery, berries, and pine cones) instead of mass-produced, store-bought items.

Just because you’re a minimalist doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy the holidays. In fact, you may even enjoy them more! The key is focusing on the experience of the holidays, rather than the stuff.




40. The Minimalist’s Gift Avoidance Guide

 
 

The holiday season can be a challenging time for minimalists: with all those gifts flying around, it’s almost guaranteed that one or more unwanted presents will land in your lap. And after you’ve decluttered your house, reduced your consumption, and pared down to just the necessities, the last thing you want to deal with is more stuff.

Never fear—my handy Gift Avoidance Guide is here! Put these tips into practice, and you’ll greatly increase your odds of coming through Christmas unburdened with extra things. Just think: no more items to return, regift, or defeatedly stash away in your drawers and closets!

1. Propose a “gift-free” holiday. Ah, the minimalist’s dream! Admittedly, this strategy has a slim chance of working in many families and social circles—but it doesn’t hurt to try. You may as well swing for the fences; if this meets with success, you’ll wipe out all your worries in one easy step.

2. Opt out of gift exchanges. It’s all too easy to be pulled into “obligatory” gift exchanges—whether it’s among friends, coworkers, colleagues, neighbors, or extended family members. The more you can wriggle out of, the easier your holiday will be. Cite your choice of financial, religious, philosophical, environmental, or personal reason for declining participation.

3. Distribute gift exemption certificates. Search the Internet for a gift exemption certificate (or whip up one of your one), then print it out or email it to friends and family. Send this to someone at the start of the season, and you’ll both have one less gift to worry about. 

Here’s an example of text to include: “I appreciate your generous spirit, but just wanted to let you know I have all the things I could possibly want. This year, I’d like to try something special: a stuff-free holiday. Instead of exchanging presents, let’s find other ways to enjoy this wonderful season together. We’ll each have one less gift to worry about, and save a little time, money, and stress—not to mention our planet’s resources. Memories last much longer than any material things.”

4. Request spending time together in lieu of gifts. Schedule a lunch, walk, or coffee together. Plan it around a holiday activity—like strolling through town to admire the shop windows and Christmas lights—for a particularly festive atmosphere.

5. Request a charitable donation in lieu of gifts. The money we spend buying each other gadgets, knickknacks, and tchotchkes can do a world of good for those less fortunate. Direct the giver to the website of your favorite charity, or better yet, choose a cause together. Selecting a sheep, goat, or water buffalo to donate through Heifer International, for example, can be a lot more fun (and certainly more fulfilling) than fighting crowds at the mall.

6. Request good deeds in lieu of gifts. Suggest exchanging services, like babysitting, snow shoveling, a car wash, or computer assistance. Give each other “coupons” for specific tasks, which can be redeemed when needed. Such help can be far more valuable, and appreciated, than another scarf or kitchen gadget.

7. Express your desire to save the earth’s resources. Every gift we give up is a gift to our planet: our air will be a little cleaner, our water a little clearer, and our landfills a little emptier. If a “no gift” policy doesn’t fly, ask the giver to adopt a tree, coral reef, acre of rainforest, or natural habitat in your name—see The Nature Conservancy’s Green Gift Guide for ideas.

8. Propose a virtual gift exchange. Have fun gifting and receiving private islands, luxurious vacation homes, celebrity-worthy bling, professional sports teams, and other wild extravagances. Simply send a digital photo of your “generosity” to the recipient. It’s a light-hearted, tongue-in-cheek twist on holiday consumerism—with no material items changing hands.

9. Don’t reciprocate. If all else fails, this is a last-ditch, tough-love attempt to stop someone from giving you gifts. Accept what they give you graciously, add an “Oh, you shouldn’t have,” and don’t offer anything in return. Chances are pretty slim you’ll receive something from that person next year. Yes, it’s awkward, but typically rather effective.

10. Disappear. The holidays are a great time to jet off to a tropical island or other exotic locale. People can’t give you gifts if they can’t find you!




41. Ode to January

 
 

January is my favorite month of the year.

It’s not simply a matter of aesthetics—though I do appreciate the beauty of bare branches, snow-covered ground, and a monochromatic winter landscape.

The appeal, however, is more psychological than visual: after the excesses and over-stimulation of December, January is like a huge sigh of relief.

Where December is noise, January is silence. Where December is indulgence, January is restraint. Where December is crowded and chaotic, January is empty and serene.

Where December carries all the baggage of the previous year, January is a fresh start. It’s an opportunity to begin with a clean slate and a free spirit, a chance to eliminate unproductive endeavors and concentrate on new, more promising ones.

January provides me with renewed inspiration to live a minimalist lifestyle. In January, I buy less, eat less, and stress less than at any other time of the year. Instead of shopping, I avoid the stores and clean out my closets. Instead of dining out, I enjoy simple, healthy food at home. Instead of keeping a busy schedule, I relax, knowing I have a whole year ahead of me to accomplish my goals.

Where December is more, January is less. And to this minimalist, less is beautiful.




42. Ancient Minimalist Wisdom

 
 

I used to think that being fed up with “stuff” was a symptom of modern times. Globalization has made material goods inexpensive and widely available, and satisfying our consumer desires has become almost too easy.

However, philosophers have been railing against materialism for millennia—well before megamarts and “everyday low prices” came on the scene.

I thought I’d share some of this ancient minimalist wisdom with you. First, because I think it’s inspirational, and second, because I have a thing for philosophers (in my book, brains are much sexier than brawn!).

So, without further ado, here’s some minimalist food for thought from ancient Greece and Rome:

“All things were ready for us at our birth; it is we that have made everything difficult for ourselves, through our disdain for what is easy.” –Seneca, c. 4 BC–65 AD

“Philosophy consists in avoiding excess in everything.” –Pythagoras, c. 570 BC–c. 495 BC

“It is better for you to be free of fear lying upon a bed of straw, than to have a golden couch and a lavish table and be full of trouble.” –Epicurus, c. 341 BC–c. 270 BC

“Very little is needed to make a happy life; it is all within yourself, in your way of thinking.” –Marcus Aurelius, 121–180 AD

“I threw my cup away when I saw a child drinking from his hands at the trough.” –Diogenes, c. 412 BC–323 BC

“Money, which ever since it began to be regarded with respect, has caused the ruin of the true honour of things; we become alternately merchants and merchandise, and we ask, not what a thing truly is, but what it costs.” –Seneca, c. 4 BC–65 AD

“To you, all you have seems small: to me, all I have seems great. Your desire is insatiable, mine is satisfied. See children thrusting their hands into a narrow-necked jar, and striving to pull out the nuts and figs it contains: if they fill the hand, they cannot pull it out again, and then they fall to tears. Let go a few of them, and then you can draw out the rest!’ You, too, let your desire go! Covet not many things, and you will obtain.” –Epictetus, 55–135 AD

“Beauty of style and harmony and grace and good rhythm depend on simplicity.” –Plato, c. 427 BC–c. 347 BC

“The only wealth which you will keep forever is the wealth you have given away.” –Marcus Aurelius, 121–180 AD

“How many things are there which I do not want.” –Socrates, c. 469 BC–399 BC

“By sowing frugality we reap liberty, a golden harvest.” –Agesilaus, c. 444 BC–360 BC

“Make thyself all simplicity.” –Marcus Aurelius, 121–180 AD




43. Doing Less

 
 

A few years ago, I was involved in a group conversation about work and careers. One of the men, in his mid-late twenties, was asked what he did. He simply smiled and said, “Not much,” offering no further explanation. (It later came to my knowledge that he worked part-time helping children with disabilities.)

At the time, I was somewhat of a workaholic, clocking in sixty-hour weeks. I, and several of the other young professionals in our group, were taken aback by his casual remark. We were all what you’d consider “upwardly mobile,” and it was difficult for us to understand someone else’s deliberate rejection of such a lifestyle.

However, those two words have stayed with me—not as something to disdain, but as something to which to aspire. When it comes to work, I too would like to someday do “not much”—saving my time and energy instead for activities and causes that are important to me.

I lead a much more balanced lifestyle these days, but still find it hard to escape my workaholic tendencies. While my husband and I don’t have debt, or buy expensive “toys,” we’re still trying to maximize our income in the interest of future financial freedom. At the same time, however, we’re realizing that as we get older, life seems to go by faster—and that we need to take more time to enjoy it now, as well as plan for later. While living overseas, we’ve vowed to make travel and sightseeing a priority, instead of working weekends and skipping vacations.

By the same token, I’m making a conscious effort to keep my schedule as light and flexible as possible, minimizing commitments and planned-in-advance activities. I’m saying “no” to busyness, and trying to leave more of my time open and free. My goal is no longer to get more done, but rather to have less to do.




44. To Drift Like Clouds and Flow Like Water

 
 

My husband and I spent the last ten days traveling through Southeast Asia, spending a few nights each in Hong Kong, Singapore, and Kuala Lumpur. As usual, we packed only our small carry-on bags, giving us the freedom to wander between and throughout these places without the burden of heavy luggage.

It was a wonderful trip. Our friends tend to view our vacations as something between exhausting and crazy (particularly as they are often planned less than two weeks in advance). To us, however, being “in motion” seems perfectly natural. We feel at peace, and at home, when we are on the road.

The best way I can describe it is with a line from an old Chinese poem: “To drift like clouds and flow like water.”

Except for flights, and a short list of “can’t miss” sights, my husband and I travel without schedules or planned activities. We enjoy plunking ourselves down in the middle of an unfamiliar city, and simply being absorbed by the life and activity on its streets. We ride the subways, browse the local markets, hang out in the parks, and wander through back streets and alleys. We try to get a feel for the culture, and imagine what it would be like to live in the places we visit.

It’s our own kind of minimalist travel, just going with the flow and letting the experiences happen as they may.

I want to live my “real life” the same way. Sometimes I think there’s too much emphasis on setting goals and planning futures and reaching milestones. Why not simply enjoy life, instead of creating additional stress? I’m not against having aspirations; but to be honest, I don’t want to schedule my life on my iPod, download productivity apps, or attend virtual workshops on how to be successful at x, y, or z. And I certainly don’t want to create a five-year plan and mark my progress each step along the way.

Instead, I’d like to approach life the same way I approach travel—simply taking each day as it comes. I want to embrace what transpires, rather than tick off a series of planned events. Mostly, however, I want the freedom to “wander” without the burden of possessions and responsibilities. That’s primarily my motivation for living a minimalist lifestyle; by keeping my “baggage” and “itinerary” as light as possible, I hope “to drift like clouds and flow like water” each day of my life.




45. To Walk Away, Empty-Handed

 
 

I’d like to share one of my favorite quotes, from Henry Thoreau’s Walden:

“It is desirable that a man […] live in all respects so compactly and preparedly that, if an enemy take the town, he can, like the old philosopher, walk out the gate empty-handed without anxiety.”

I’ve often wondered, if the place I live were suddenly struck by political unrest or natural disaster, could I walk out the door and leave everything behind?

When I was younger, I might have found this difficult. I was in a more “accumulative” phase of my life, building a household as a young adult. I put a great deal of thought into each purchase, expressing my identity, in some respects, through my choice of clothing, housewares, furniture, and décor. I appreciated aesthetics and good design, and hunted down unique and one-of-a-kind “treasures” to own. Walking away from it all would have been at least mildly distressing.

After years of decluttering, purging, and practicing a minimalist lifestyle, I’ve become significantly less attached to my possessions. I own very little, and actually take pains to avoid acquiring anything too expensive, precious, or sentimental. I still appreciate art and design, but I’d rather meet my needs with things that are “good enough,” than invest in pieces I’ll feel obligated to keep the rest of my life.

I’m often reminded of this quote when I hear news reports of forced evacuations due to hurricanes or forest fires. There are often those who stay behind to “defend” or “protect” their homesteads, risking their own lives in order to do so. I, on the other hand, would be the first one out of there and headed to safety!

I wouldn’t give a second thought to most of the stuff I own, and the only possession I’d have difficulty leaving behind is my laptop. However, my distress would be caused by losing the information, not the device itself. Therefore, I back up essential data to both physical media and the cloud, so that I could reconstruct it if necessary. Because everything with “memories” is digitized—photographs, letters, postcards—I don’t have photo albums or sentimental items that would be heartbreaking to lose.

In general, all the “things” in my life can be replaced; and in some cases, I may not even bother to replace them.

I’ve been on my minimalist journey for a while, some years making more progress than others, but generally continuing on the same path. My recent overseas move was immensely valuable in “releasing” me from my stuff, both physically and mentally.

I’ve pondered the above quote from Walden for years, holding it up as an ideal to which to aspire. I’m thrilled to finally be able to say, and know in my heart to be true, yes, if the circumstances warranted, I could now walk out the gate, empty-handed without anxiety.




46. Cherry Blossom Living

 
 

“If there were no

cherry blossoms

in this world

How much more tranquil

our hearts would be in spring.”

-Ariwara no Narihira, Kokinshuu

Every year, I look forward to cherry blossom season with great anticipation. I love to sit under the pink clouds of delicate blooms, and wax poetic on the beauty of life. (A few years ago, I fulfilled a lifelong dream, and spent two glorious weeks in Japan doing just that.)

At our former house, my husband and I planted our own Yoshino sakura in our backyard. During the short time it was in bloom, we’d while away whole afternoons lying under its branches, letting the spring breeze scatter thousands of pink petals upon us.

I used to think life would be more beautiful if the cherries bloomed all year round; but, somewhere along my minimalist journey, I realized that life is more beautiful because they don’t.

Their very ephemerality is what makes cherry blossoms so special. They only bloom for two weeks each year—and sometimes less, if rain and wind strip their branches of petals prematurely. We have no control over when they enter or leave our lives; we can only wait patiently for them to flower, appreciate every minute they’re in bloom, and then watch the petals fall to the ground.

In fact, hanami (cherry blossom viewing) can teach us much about minimalist living:

1. Seek beauty in nature, rather than in stores. You can’t buy a beautiful sunset, a star-filled sky, or a field of wildflowers at the mall—nor can you wrap them up, take them home, and display them on a shelf. Instead of filling your home with decorative objects, look outside to satisfy your desire for aesthetic beauty.

2. Appreciate things without owning them. Don’t feel the need to acquire everything you fancy. Be satisfied to “window-shop,” and appreciate the beauty of a necklace or artisan vase—just as you would a spring flower—without bringing it home.

3. Go with the flow. Don’t try to control the events, things, or people in your life with an iron fist. You’ll feel much happier, and more serene, if you let things happen of their own accord.

4. Nothing lasts forever. Recognize that you can’t hold on to everything indefinitely, and that some of the most beautiful things in life are the shortest-lived.

5. Let things go. Cherry blossoms fall at the height of their beauty, rather than withering on the branch. Allow possessions to fall from your life in the same way, like petals scattered to the wind. (For example: donate your wedding dress or heirlooms before they deteriorate in the attic.)

While I’m always a little sad when cherry blossom season ends, I come away from the experience with new enthusiasm for my minimalist lifestyle. They remind me of the insignificance of material items, and how little one needs to truly be happy.




47. Nothing to Steal

 
 

My husband and I travel a lot, and people sometimes ask us if we worry about our apartment while we’re gone. Our answer: not particularly. The reason: we have nothing to steal.

Sure, we have stuff—clothing, kitchenware, books, and a few pieces of furniture. However, I can’t imagine anyone wanting any of it. And if they need it so badly that they have to steal it, they probably need it more than we do.

Anything we have of value—like our iPods, cell phones, cash, and wedding rings—is almost always with us.

The only thing I’d even come close to “worrying about” is my laptop. However, it’s old enough to have little street value, and heavy enough to be unappealing to most thieves. I’d be more irritated to have to reconstruct its contents than upset about its loss.

In fact, if it weren’t for personal safety issues (or having to evict a squatter that moves in in our absence), we could just as well leave the door unlocked.

Years ago, the apartment in which we were living was burglarized. The thief went through a tremendous effort to break down the door (actually tearing apart the jamb), and I love to imagine the look on his face when he saw our minimalist abode. I know your typical thief isn’t exactly a rocket scientist, but any reasonable person would have taken one look at it and decided not to waste their time.

Not our thief. Undeterred, he ransacked every closet and drawer, optimistic that he’d find the treasure we’d surely hidden away.

His take: a portable CD player, an empty purse, a lipstick, and a ziplock bag of Canadian coins. When I think back on the incident, I still picture a cross-dressing burglar, jamming to some tunes, heading north to spend approximately three dollars of Canadian money.

When I returned home to find the mess, I called the police immediately, as I was afraid the robber might still be on the premises. An officer showed up a few minutes later. He looked around the apartment, eyes wide, and said, “Wow, he really wiped you out.” I couldn’t help but laugh as I rattled off the four missing items. He looked at me incredulously: “Are you sure that’s all he took?”

“Yes, officer. I’m sure.”

“Okay…” he replied, still not sure whether to believe me—but he seemed pretty happy that the police report only took a few minutes to fill out.

People say that a home burglary can be a devastating experience; but for us, life went on as usual. If it happened again today, I’d feel the same—as long as I’m not home at the time, I really don’t care what anyone takes. It’s just another great benefit of being a minimalist: the fewer your things (and the less attached you are to them), the fewer your worries.

Moral of the story #1: If you’re living a life of crime, don’t bother to rob a minimalist.

Moral of the story #2: Life is much easier when you have nothing to steal.




48. Minimalist Lessons from a Tea Ceremony

 
 

A few years ago, I participated in a Japanese tea ceremony. It’s a beautiful ritual, and—in my opinion—a wonderful analogy to minimalist living.

In a nutshell, chado (or Way of Tea) is the ceremonial preparation and serving of matcha, powdered green tea. Guests enter the teahouse after walking through a small, contemplative garden and symbolically purifying their hands and mouth with water from a stone basin. To enter the tearoom, they must bow their heads to fit through the small door—meaning all are equal in tea, regardless of social status or position.

After the guests are seated, the host cleanses each utensil, and prepares the tea, in a series of precise, choreographed movements. He or she then serves the tea to the first guest, who admires the bowl, drinks some tea, wipes the rim, and passes it to the next guest. Each guest follows the same procedure in turn. After they’ve all taken tea, the host again cleanses the utensils, and offers them to the guests for examination.

What principles of chado can we incorporate into our minimalist lives?

1. Bare essentials. The only implements used in the tea ceremony are those necessary for the activity: tea bowl, tea caddy, tea scoop, tea whisk, and linen cloth.

2. Economy of action. Each movement of the tea ceremony has a particular purpose; nothing is superfluous.

3. Mindfulness. The nature of the ceremony focuses attention on each object and action, encouraging participants to be fully present in the moment.

4. Spare décor. The only decoration in the tearoom is a scroll, or flower arrangement, in a small alcove. It is appropriate to the season, and intended to provoke an appreciation of both nature and the occasion.

5. Respect. This is an overarching theme throughout the ceremony, manifested in bows, compliments, and proper etiquette.

6. Appreciation. The deliberate study and admiration of the tea bowl, and each utensil, ensures that no part of the ceremony is taken for granted.

7. Wabi-sabi. This term describes an aesthetic of impermanence, imperfection, and rustic simplicity. The objects used in the ceremony have a quiet and understated beauty, rather than being ostentatious.

The entire ceremony is an exercise in elegance, economy, purity, and tranquility. To me, the essence of the tea ceremony is the same as minimalist living—being mindful of every item, action, and interaction with others, so that in the process we may discover the grace and beauty of life.




49. Wildflower Goals

 
 

Throughout our lives, we’ve been told to set goals: personal goals, professional goals, financial goals, development goals, creative goals, short-term goals, long-term goals, etc.

To be honest, I find it exhausting just thinking about them. You see, I’ve never been good at long-term planning—I don’t really like to outline (or even know) where I’m going to be one, five, or ten years from now. Accordingly, I’ve always been reluctant to define, write down, or consciously work toward a set of prescribed goals.

I was chatting about this with my husband the other day, while we were on one of our countryside walks. Over the last year, we’ve been marveling at the ever-changing panorama of wildflowers, and every time we go out, we look forward to what new beauty awaits us. We’ve been treated to bluebells, Queen Anne’s lace, poppies, thistles, wild roses, sowbread, and fields full of blooms we’ll never identify. No one plants them, fertilizes them, waters them, or otherwise cultivates them—they just spring forth, wild, ungroomed, and spontaneous, surprising and delighting us.

I like to think of my goals the same way: popping up like wildflowers, changing with the seasons, dazzling me with their spontaneity and variety.

Sometimes my goal is to finish writing a book, sometimes it’s keeping up with my daily work, sometimes it’s learning key travel phrases in Italian, Hungarian, or Japanese. Sometimes my goals are easy (cook an edible dinner), sometimes they’re challenging (perfect a certain yoga pose), and sometimes they’re ridiculously farfetched (interest Oprah in minimalist living). They vary from day to day, week to week, month to month. Sometimes I have a whole bouquet of goals, and sometimes I don’t have any at all.

With that in mind, here’s my short guide to having wildflower goals:

1. Give them fertile ground. Keep an open mind, stimulate your intellect, interact with interesting people, and take advantage of interesting opportunities. For optimum growth, expose your goals to as much water and sunlight (in the form of other people’s opinions, ideas, and feedback) as possible.

2. Keep an eye out for new varieties. Sometimes we’re so focused on certain goals, we neglect to notice, or nurture, new ones that arise. Regularly survey your landscape, and don’t let those promising new buds escape your attention.

3. Let them surprise and delight you. Leave room for new and unexpected goals in between the ones you’ve “planted.” Learning to paint or play a musical instrument may spring up spontaneously among your more “serious” goals—instead of dismissing them as frivolous, embrace them as a wonderful new flowering of your interests.

4. Let them grow on their own. Don’t feel compelled to tend to your goals every minute of every day. The hardy ones will survive just fine on their own, ready for you to pick and pursue them when the time is right.

5. Let them change with the seasons. Instead of rigidly defining your goals, allow them to develop more fluidly. Goals you set last year may no longer be as relevant or desirable to you now—instead of forcing them to bloom, let them go to seed. Embrace new ones that arise in their place.

Of course, I’m not suggesting that you shouldn’t set goals—they’re a fabulous way to help you stay focused and motivated. Rather, I’m saying that you shouldn’t feel compelled to clip, manicure, and overly tend to them. They should be a source of joy and self-discovery, rather than stress or frustration.

How does this relate to minimalist living? Well, when we’re loaded down with stuff, and wrapped up in consumer pursuits, we tend to have tunnel vision. We plod along in a straight line, and pay little attention to what’s going on at the periphery. We concentrate on the goals we set forth last year (or many years ago), and rarely stop for re-evaluation.

Minimalist living eliminates the distractions—the clutter, the chores, the debt—that devour our time and energy. When we’re not slaves to our to-do lists, we have the freedom to relax, wander about, and explore new possibilities.

So let your mental garden grow wild once in a while—you may be surprised what springs forth!




50. Minimalist Living: Movement or Fad?

 
 

I was recently asked by a reporter whether I thought the current popularity of minimalist living was a passing fad, or a bona fide movement.

First of all, I’m thrilled that minimalist living is on the radar of mainstream media. I’ve been a minimalist for a while now, and I remember when my Google searches on the term turned up little more than references to modern architecture, John Cage’s music, and 1960s art. Today, the same search returns a treasure trove of websites, blogs, and discussions—and yes, some actual newspaper articles—on how to live a simpler life.

Years ago, when I told people I was a minimalist, they looked at me like I had two heads. Today, they invite me over to declutter their closets and basements.

My answer: I believe that minimalist living is an important new movement that will transform our lives, our society, and our planet.

As I see it, a movement involves the convergence of three factors: a catalyst, an enabler, and a means of communication. Here’s how they’re contributing to the rise of minimalist living:

Catalyst: the recession. When the economy was booming, few stopped to question the status quo. Money was flowing, credit was easy, and we all went shopping. But when things turned south, all bets were off: many of us looked around at the stuff we’d bought, and realized what a deep hole we’d dug. We realized that trading our time, energy, and financial stability for a pile of possessions just wasn’t worth it. Plus, many of us had run out of space to put it all! And so began a massive re-evaluation of our consumption habits.

Now, I know a lot of minimalists (myself included) whose lifestyle choice had nothing to do with the recession. However, I do think the economic downturn gave minimalism more widespread appeal; when money is tight and jobs are scarce, living with less is a fantastic alternative to digging deeper into debt. Furthermore, staying in the job market often requires much more mobility these days, and it’s no picnic dragging around a lot of stuff.

Enabler: technology. At the same time, digital technology has enabled us to turn more and more of our physical stuff into intangible bits and bytes. We no longer need to be saddled with CDs (or DVDs) and their cases, boxes of paperwork, or heavy loads of books. We can scan (or digitally save) our documents, and store scores of books, songs, and movies on our Kindles, iPods, and iPads. Of course, that also means less need for furnishings like bookshelves, file cabinets, and CD racks.

Means of communication: the Internet. Corporations and big media have long dominated mass communication—and they used it to spread the message that more is better, and material accumulation is the measure of success. Now, with the proliferation of tweets, blogs, and discussion forums, we’re exposed to millions of messages from “tiny” media—and a lot of these messages are saying “hey, ‘more is better’ didn’t work for me, but ‘less is more’ does!” Minimalism has gained a voice, and we’ve only just begun discovering its joys and singing its praises.

So does the idea of minimalist living have staying power? I think it does. We’ll likely become more mobile as a society, and location-independent as a workforce (google “digital nomads”), and technology will only progress in reducing our dependence on physical stuff.

Will some people return to their old levels of consumption when the recession ends? Sure. But I think enough of us have discovered that we prefer living with less, and will continue to live a pared-down lifestyle by choice. Whatever our reasons for adopting a minimalist lifestyle in the first place, we’ve likely discovered some of its myriad benefits—like less stress, more freedom, and more time to spend with friends and family rather than fussing over stuff. Not to mention, it’s nice to know we’re contributing to a healthier planet; because the less we buy, the cleaner our air, the fuller our forests, and the emptier our landfills.

It’s pretty amazing, actually: if minimalist living is a movement, we have a unique opportunity to change the current paradigm—from one of overconsumption, to one of conservation and sustainability. We can be pioneers of social and economic change simply by consuming less.




51. The Space Between the Notes

 
 

French composer Claude Debussy said, “Music is the space between the notes.” As a minimalist, I love this quote: it reminds us that beauty needs a certain amount of emptiness to be appreciated.

The space between notes allows them to resonate, reverberate, and reach their full measure of expression. Without this space, noise and cacophony would result.

The same can be said of our lives: too much clutter can stifle our creativity, and make our lives chaotic and discordant. Conversely, the more space we have, the more beautifully and harmoniously we can live.

Think of every possession, every activity, every moment of your life as a note in your symphony. When a musician composes a song, he doesn’t fill it with as many notes as possible—instead, he carefully chooses just enough to make a pleasing melody.

We can do the same in our homes, and our lives: instead of accumulating as many possessions as we can, or taking on as many tasks as our schedules allow, we can exercise some creative restraint. We are curators of our lives, and what we leave out of them is as significant as what we include.

When we cut out the background noise, we put what’s truly special to us in the spotlight. If we owned a beautiful painting, we wouldn’t crowd it with other décor—we’d hang it on its own, with enough space around it to show it off. If we had an exquisite vase, we wouldn’t bury it in a pile of junk—we’d put it on its own pedestal.

We need to treat what’s important to us with similar respect; which, in effect, means removing all the other stuff that’s not so important.

For every new item we bring into our homes, or every new task we jam into our schedules, we sacrifice a little bit of space. In some cases, our space may have disappeared entirely—causing great discord in our lives. Our mission, therefore, is to reclaim as much as we can, and restore the harmony.

Many people look upon removing the excess—cleaning out their closets, basements, or to-do lists—as a chore. However, it doesn’t have to be a tedious or onerous task. Quite the contrary: decluttering can be a wonderful form of creative expression—a chance to compose your own symphony, full of exuberance, freedom, and joy!

Here are a few tips on how to put some space between your notes:

1. Start with a clean slate. It’s often easier to compose from scratch than to fix something that’s flawed. So when you’re decluttering your closet, your living room, or your schedule, empty everything out of it first. Then, put back only those possessions (or activities) that you cherish the most.

2. Lose the “filler.” Every item in your home, and task in your day, should contribute something of value to your life. If something does nothing more than take up space, show it the door. Filling your living room with extra tchotchkes is like putting extra notes into Clair de Lune.

3. Put everything in its place. A melody depends on every note being in the right place. Similarly, having designated spots for all your things makes your daily life much more harmonious.

4. Keep your surfaces clear. Your desk, your countertops, your tables, and your floor are the instruments on which you play; they’re where the magic happens! If they’re covered in clutter, you don’t have the room to fully express yourself.

5. Impose limits. A good composition only has so many notes; likewise, a serene home only has so many things, and a serene life so many obligations. Limit the number of things you own (books, clothes, furniture) and things you do (hobbies, committees, meetings) to what’s just enough.

6. Edit. A musician, artist, or writer constantly edits her work, removing the extraneous to reveal the extraordinary. In your own life, always be on the lookout for ways you can simplify. Take inspiration from Diogenes, who said, “I threw my cup away when I saw a child drinking from his hands at the trough.”

7. Be mindful. When an artist creates, he’s completely focused on his work. Whether you’re writing an email, cooking dinner, or taking a walk, keep your mind on the task at hand. When you savor the moment, the excess falls away; everything you do is a creative endeavor, a celebration of life.




52. The Year of the Butterfly

 
 

Today marks the first day of the Chinese New Year, which according to their lunar calendar is the Year of the Rabbit.

Well, I’d like to propose a special New Year for us minimalists: let’s make this the Year of the Butterfly.

Why? Let me explain with an excerpt from my book, The Joy of Less, A Minimalist Living Guide:

“When we overconsume, we’re like bulls running through a china shop—leaving a destructive path of downed forests, dirty waterways, and overflowing landfills in our wake. In our quest for more goods and unfettered growth, we break the Earth’s fragile ecosystems, shatter the lives of indigenous peoples, and leave future generations to clean up the mess.

 As minsumers, we want to do the opposite. Instead of being bulls, we strive to be butterflies—living as lightly, gracefully, and beautifully as possible. We want to flit through life with little baggage, unencumbered by excess stuff. We want to leave the Earth and its resources whole and intact, as if we alighted just for a moment and barely touched them.

 The Earth has a finite number of resources for a growing number of people; and as more countries become industrialized, the greater the pressure on the system. When we act like bulls, we grab more than our fair share. We feel entitled to support our consumptive lifestyles at any cost, and worry little about the effects on the environment. We don’t give a second thought to what’s left over for others, or whether we’ll have enough land, food, water, and energy to go around. What’s worse: in a “growth at all costs” economy, such behavior becomes the norm. Imagine hundreds, thousands, even millions of bulls stomping through the world and stripping it bare of its bounty.

 When we act like butterflies, on the other hand, we’re satisfied with the barest of essentials. We consume as little as possible, conscious of the fact that resources are limited. We celebrate the gifts of nature—a spring breeze, a clear stream, a fragrant flower—rather than trampling them. We’re aware that we’re stewards of the Earth, and have a responsibility to nourish and nurture it for future generations. We exist harmoniously with each other, and within the ecosystem.”

With that in mind, here are ten ways we can live more like butterflies this year:

1. Buy less. Resolve to purchase only the essentials, and refrain from acquiring new clothes, décor, electronics, and other unnecessary items.

2. Be content with what you have. To a butterfly, more is only a burden.

3. Act gracefully. Do what you do, and say what you say, with poise and elegance. Brash language and aggressive attitudes just aren’t cool (or particularly pleasant).

4. Appreciate nature. Seek entertainment in parks and forests, instead of movie theaters and malls. Enjoy the latest blooms instead of the latest releases.

5. Eat fresh and light. Like a butterfly, get your nourishment from the natural world—chemical-, preservative-, and hormone-free. Consume only what’s enough, instead of indulging in excess.

6. Preserve the Earth’s resources. Be a minsumer, and consider the effect of every purchase on the environment. Buy used, buy local, and recycle whenever possible.

7. Inspire others with your actions. Instead of preaching, let the beauty of your ways be an example to others.

8. Lighten your burden. Donate your excess to others: Goodwill, the Salvation Army, and local thrift shops can help distribute your castoffs to those who need them most.

9. Live in the moment. A butterfly doesn’t pine for the past, or fret about the future; rather, every moment is its eternity.

10. Love unconditionally. Understand that you’re connected to every person, plant, and animal on this planet, and treat them all with love, kindness, and respect.




53. Areté: Minimalism and the Pursuit of Excellence

 
 

Back in college, I had a thing for Greek philosophers. While my peers were obtaining more practical knowledge in business, engineering, and the like, I was reading Plato and Aristotle and pondering the meaning of life.

My fling with these ancient thinkers was pushed to the backburner when I graduated, however; after all, I had more pressing concerns—like paying the rent and making a living.

Occasionally, though, something sparks that flame anew; recently, it was the concept of areté, and how it relates to minimalism.

Areté, in the most general sense, means excellence—particularly with regards to fulfilling a purpose or function.

The areté of a knife is to cut well. The areté of an ear is to hear well. The areté of a lamp is to illuminate well.

So what does this have to do with minimalism?

When we’re trying to declutter, areté is a call to quality over quantity. Choose one pen that writes superbly over a drawerful of mediocre ones. Choose one gadget that functions flawlessly, rather than a slew of sub-par ones. Choose a small wardrobe of excellent clothes instead of a closetful of inferior ones.

Considering areté makes us mindful of every object we own—and encourages us to question whether it’s performing its function to the best of its ability.

The vase that elegantly showcases your garden’s flowers? That’s living up to its areté. The broken printer in the corner of your office? Not so much.

A minimalist household, then, is one in which the areté of every item shines forth.

But there’s more to it than that—there’s our own areté to consider. And here’s where minimalism really lives up to the hype. By stripping away all the clutter, the excess, and the non-essentials in our lives, we can uncover our own particular excellence. It’s a process of peeling away the layers, to see what’s at our core.

When I moved overseas, I had the rare opportunity to do this in one fell swoop. I arrived in England stripped of my possessions, my home, my family, my friends, my career. And as I sat in an empty room with little more than a laptop, I was forced to ponder what was left. Who was I after all the stuff, all the expectations, all the trappings of the life I knew were taken away?

And that’s when I found my areté: to write well, and do some good in the process.

My areté won’t be the same as your areté, and your areté won’t be the same as your neighbor’s. Whether it’s excelling in business, as a parent, as a poet or a humanitarian, your areté as an individual is unique.

Becoming minimalists not only helps us discover our areté, it helps us achieve it. For areté doesn’t come without hard work and discipline: according to Hesiod, “between us and Goodness [his term for areté] the gods have placed the sweat of our brows: long and steep is the path that leads to her…”

Minimalism eliminates all those things that distract us from our areté—like clutter, debt, and concern about keeping up with the Joneses. Each unnecessary thing we purge (or choose not to buy) is one less thing to fuss over, clean, repair, maintain, and pay for. Each unfulfilling task we toss from our schedules is one less hassle in the course of our day.

In paring down to the essentials, a myriad of worries fall to the wayside. And what are we left with? More space, more minutes, more attention for what’s important.

We regain the time, clarity, and energy to discover our true purpose in life, and fulfill our highest potential. In short—the chance to realize our areté.




54. Sophrosyne

 
 

While reading about areté, I tripped across another interesting concept from classical Greece: sophrosyne.

Sophrosyne (pronounced suh-FROSS-uh-nee, if you’d like to impress your friends) is an ancient ideal involving healthy-mindedness, balance, and moderation. As you can imagine, I was immediately intrigued!

According to Wikipedia, sophrosyne “is perhaps best expressed by the two most famous sayings of the oracle at Delphi: ‘Nothing in excess’ and ‘Know thyself.’ The term suggests a life-long happiness obtained when one’s philosophical needs are satisfied, resembling the idea of enlightenment through harmonious living.”

Unfortunately, the word has no direct counterpart in English, and an in-depth understanding requires a reading of Plato’s Charmides, The Symposium, and The Republic. But if you don’t mind a little armchair philosophy, I’ll give you my interpretation of the term, and how it relates to our minimalist journey.

As I see it, there are three main facets to sophrosyne:

1. Self-knowledge

2. Self-restraint

3. Harmony

Or, in my minimalist interpretation:

1. Knowing what’s enough for you

2. Choosing enough over excess

3. Finding joy in enough

Sophrosyne, then, isn’t about self-denial. Rather, it’s avoiding overindulgence (like doing, buying, owning, or eating “too much”) because it truly makes you happier to do so.

Some examples:

Sophrosyne isn’t skipping the Doritos or a second helping, and feeling miserable about it; it’s eating healthy foods, in healthy proportions, because it makes your body feel better.

Sophrosyne isn’t denying yourself that new handbag/gadget/car, while continuing to yearn for it; it’s being excited to preserve some of the Earth’s resources, or put that money into your child’s college fund instead.

Sophrosyne isn’t about refusing more commitments and feeling guilty; it’s celebrating that you have more time for the people and activities you love.

Sophrosyne isn’t throwing all your stuff away in a no-holds-barred decluttering session; it’s questioning whether each item you own adds value to your life, or if you’d be happier without it.

Sophrosyne isn’t about choosing moderation because you think you should, but because it feels right and delights your soul.

A common misconception about minimalists is that we ditch our material possessions in some bizarre attempt to deny ourselves the “pleasures” of consumerism. I think what critics don’t get is this concept of sophrosyne: that we reject overconsumption because we get more pleasure from not owning three closets of clothes or a houseful of knickknacks. We derive more happiness from saving our space, time, money, or the planet, than acquiring more possessions.

Sophrosyne isn’t about self-restraint for its own sake, but rather the joy it brings us. It’s living a wise, graceful, and balanced life because we wouldn’t have it any other way.

In the time of Aristotle and Plato, sophrosyne was of supreme importance, a virtue to which people aspired. Unfortunately, it’s been lost in our modern age. Today, our society rewards the big, the loud, the radical, the extreme; sophrosyne, in contrast, is all about quiet elegance. I hope, however, that the growing popularity of minimalism—living beautiful lives with less—will spark a new interest in the concept.

Having sophrosyne is like being a finely-tuned instrument, with all our thoughts, values, and actions in harmony. But it goes beyond that: mastering our desires, and avoiding extremes in consumption, attitudes, and behavior, doesn’t benefit only ourselves. Like the melodious note from a plucked string, sophrosyne radiates out to the rest of the world, helping us live in harmony with nature and each other.




55. Chopping Wood and Carrying Water

 
 

I’ve been interviewed countless times over the past year, and frequently asked “What is minimalism?” More often than not, the reporters are looking for something dramatic, something newsworthy, something extreme. And more often than not, my answer disappoints them.

Why? Because in my opinion, minimalism is not about being radical or awesome or extraordinary.

It’s not about reducing your entire life to a hard drive, or interacting with the world through your iPhone.

It’s not about quitting your day job, traveling the world, or selling ebooks from a tropical beach.

It’s not about living in a sleek loft with three pieces of designer furniture.

It’s not daring, nor dramatic, nor even all that difficult.

What is minimalism then?

It’s eliminating the excess.

It’s asking “why” before you buy.

It’s embracing the concept of enough.

It’s living lightly and gracefully on the Earth.

It’s uncovering who you are when all of the logos, brand names, and clutter are stripped away.

It’s simple, it’s ordinary, and it’s accessible to everyone—from singles to families, teenagers to retirees.

I’m reminded of the saying, “Zen is chopping wood and carrying water.” In other words, the world of enlightenment is none other than our everyday world.

In the same way, minimalism is chopping wood and carrying water. It’s cooking dinner, doing the dishes, paying the bills, and playing with our kids—no radical lifestyle changes necessary.

It’s simply going about our daily lives with a new clarity, and awareness, and appreciation. It’s cherishing the experiences that fill our days, rather than the stuff.

That’s not an answer that makes national headlines or the evening news. But it makes for happier, kinder, and more contented souls.




56. The Freedom of Less

 
 

People often ask me, “What’s so great about being a minimalist?” I usually answer with one word: freedom.

And by freedom, I don’t necessarily mean ditching your house, ditching your job, ditching your responsibilities, and traveling the world with a backpack.

The freedom I’m talking about runs much deeper. It’s long-term, it’s sustainable, and it courses through your veins even when you’re doing the 9-to-5, making mortgage payments, and putting a child or two to bed each night.

How Stuff Enslaves Us

Excess possessions have the power to enslave us in three ways:

1. Physically. Let’s face it, stuff is cumbersome and difficult to transport. So the more we have of it in our rooms, closets, drawers, basements, attics, and garages, the less nimble we become. We may even pass up promising jobs or other opportunities because of the hassle of moving it. In other cases, our stuff builds up to form a prison around us: have you ever avoided a social visit because your house was too messy for company?

2. Psychologically. Too much stuff can weigh on our spirits, and make us feel heavy and lethargic. It’s almost as if each possession is tied to us with a piece of rope, dragging behind us as we try to move around. Excess things not only clutter our homes, they clutter our minds—making us too distracted or overwhelmed to think clearly and accomplish anything.

3. Financially. Stuff can also enslave us via the debt used to pay for it. The more money we owe, the more sleepless our nights, and the more limited our opportunities. Consumer debt can keep us working jobs we don’t like, simply to make the minimum payments. It can delay (or destroy) our plans to make a career change, go back to school, or start our own business.

How to Break Free

Fortunately, adopting a few minimalist techniques can help us break free of those shackles:

1. Declutter, declutter, and declutter some more. Get rid of at least one thing each day, and you’ll be 365 items lighter by the end of the year. Better yet: pick an area of your home (a room, a closet, a drawer) and completely empty its contents. Put back only those items you regularly use, or truly love—and donate or sell the rest. Decide what to keep, rather than what to toss.

2. Realize you are not what you own. Sometimes we fear that getting rid of certain things means getting rid of part of ourselves. But remember: you are not the college notebooks and swimming trophies packed in the basement; you are not the designer shoes and handbags lining your closet; you are not the books, gadgets, craft supplies, heirlooms, or tchotchkes in your living room. Your memories, dreams, and ambitions aren’t contained in these objects—they’re contained in you.

3. Ask “Why?” before you buy. Don’t bring another item into your home without extensive questioning. Ask the following of each potential purchase: “Do I really need you?” “What value will you add to my life?” “Are you worth the extra hours I’ll have to work for you?” “Are you worth the space I’ll have to devote to you?” Curb impulse purchases by giving yourself a cooling-off period: instead of buying something immediately, wait a few days and see if you still “need” it.

These simple strategies go a long way towards giving us the upper hand over our possessions. When we clear our homes of the excess, stop identifying with our stuff, and put the brakes on new accumulation, we gain control—of our homes, our lives, and our futures.

Every time we toss (or choose not to acquire) an unnecessary item, we gain a little bit of freedom: from paying for it, storing it, cleaning it, repairing it, maintaining it, protecting it, insuring it, worrying about it, and schlepping it around.

And all those little bits of freedom add up to something big: more time, money, and energy for what’s truly important to us. Not necessarily for traveling the world, but for playing with our kids, relaxing with our friends, pursuing our hobbies, exploring our interests, and embracing new opportunities.

When we eliminate the distractions of excess stuff, we gain the freedom to dive into life, deepen our relationships, and discover our full potential. And that’s what’s so great about being a minimalist.




57. Traveling Lightly Through Life

 
 

I’m often asked what inspired me to become a minimalist. The answer: I fell in love with traveling lightly.

After overpacking on a few trips—and suffering the misery of lugging around a heavy suitcase—I vowed never to check a bag again. On my first trip to Europe, I opted for a small carry-on instead (replacing my wardrobe of clothes with a packet of laundry detergent).

The experience was exhilarating! I was mobile, flexible, and fancy free. I felt like I could go anywhere, and do anything, when I wasn’t loaded down with stuff. And I thought, wow, if it feels this great to travel lightly, how wonderful would it be to live this way?

I began to edit the contents of my home with the same fervor as I had my suitcase. As I slowly ditched the extra “baggage,” I could feel the weight being lifted from my shoulders.

Lighten your load

Excess possessions are like excess luggage: they can tie us down, get in the way, and drain our sense of energy and adventure. (Have you ever passed up a job offer because of the hassle of moving, or a vacation because there was nobody to “watch the house”?)

Conversely, the less stuff we have to worry about, the more nimble we become—and the better able to embrace new opportunities and experiences.

To regain our freedom, we simply need to lighten our loads. We can accomplish that by borrowing a few packing techniques:

Make a fresh start. Travelers start with an empty suitcase, and select each item that goes into it. Take a similar approach when decluttering: empty the entire contents of the drawer, closet, or room you’re working on. Then carefully consider each item, and decide whether to return it to the space. Choose what to keep, rather than what to get rid of.

Question every item. In a small carry-on, every item must pull its weight. Demand the same of your household possessions: have a conversation with your stuff, and ask what value it adds to your life. If the answer is “not much,” give it the heave-ho.

Set limits. To keep his bag light, a traveler might limit his pants to two, his shirts to three, and his socks to four. Use a similar strategy to keep your stuff under control: decide, for example, to own only five sweaters, fifty books, or the amount of craft supplies that’ll fit into one storage box.

Use modules. Take inspiration from packing cubes, and gather like items (cosmetics, office supplies, video games) into separate “modules.” Consolidating your stuff helps you see how much you have, weed out duplicates, and keep a lid on further accumulation.

Think versatility. To save space, light packers favor items that do double- or triple-duty (like clothes that can be dressed up or down, and layered for different climates). Use the same principle in your home: choose versatile or multi-functional items (like a sleeper sofa, or all-purpose sauté pan) over single-task ones.

Digitize. Digital music, books, and documents are not only easier to transport—they’re also easier to store. Use technology to transform physical possessions into bits and bytes: scan paperwork, convert CDs to MP3s, and buy electronic books instead of paper ones.

Live on the edge. The light traveler addresses her needs as they arise; if she runs out of toothpaste in Tokyo, she simply buys some more. Adopt a similar philosophy at home: instead of stockpiling stuff or holding on to “just in cases,” acquire things on an as-needed basis.

Lighten your step

In addition to lightening your load, it also helps to lighten your step. Life, like travel, is no fun when you’re plodding through each day, checking off an itinerary, or worrying about what might go wrong. It’s significantly more pleasant, in the words of an old Chinese poem, to “drift like clouds and flow like water.”

Some tips for traveling well through life:

Take the slow train. Instead of speeding through your days, slow down and savor every moment—we only get to take this fabulous trip once. I don’t know about you, but I’m certainly in no hurry to reach the destination.

Look out the window. Too often, we approach our lives with tunnel vision—focusing only on the road ahead, with our foot on the accelerator. Instead, give up the wheel and enjoy the ride; look around, and take in all the beautiful scenery.

Ditch the itinerary. Much fuss is made over goals, plans, and schedules. But any good traveler will tell you that the magic happens when you let go of the reins, and let things unfold of their own accord. Take each day as it comes, and be surprised and delighted by what transpires.

Be mindful of fellow passengers. You’re not on this journey alone; be considerate of your travel companions. Smile, be polite, and respect their privacy and space. Don’t be the guy that nobody wants to sit next to.

Go with the flow. Not every route will be smooth, nor every connection on schedule. Don’t despair if your plans fall to pieces; be fluid, and welcome the possibilities a detour may hold.

When we approach life like wayfarers, we realize that “more” isn’t necessarily better—and in fact, can be downright burdensome. I’ve never known any traveler to envy how much luggage his neighbor has.

“Less,” on the other hand, can be absolutely liberating—and make for an easier, more exciting, and infinitely more interesting journey!




58. The Quick and Easy Guide to Coming Out as a Minimalist

 
 

Recently, someone asked me for advice on how to “come out” as a minimalist. She wanted to explain to friends and family her desire to live simply—in a way they would understand, and without sounding judgmental of their lifestyles.

I imagine she’s not the only one struggling with this issue. In a world where overconsumption is the norm, a declaration of “I’m a minimalist” may very well be met with, “You’re a minima-what?” Smirks, raised eyebrows, and quizzical looks are not out of the realm of possibility, either.

I’m lucky—I eased my way into minimalism long before it was a popular Google search. As I decluttered slowly and methodically, year in and year out, my friends and family had plenty of time to assimilate my lifestyle. Though they may have found my empty rooms, bare walls, and sparse wardrobe quirky, they simply accepted it as who I was.

Those of you on a faster track to freedom-from-stuff, however, may find things a bit more challenging on the friends-and-family front. Never fear—I’ve written this Quick and Easy Guide to Coming Out as a Minimalist, just for you:

1. Tell the truth. Be honest about why you’re embracing a minimalist lifestyle. For example: you’d like to be more mobile, you’re concerned about the environment, or you’d like to be able to find things in your home without mounting a search expedition.

2. Focus on the positive. Explain the benefits you’ll experience from adopting a minimalist lifestyle, rather than the negatives associated with a non-minimalist lifestyle. For example: instead of saying you gave up your TV because it’s a soul-sucking time-waster, explain how you’ve found more time to read, write, and pursue your hobbies without it.

3. Give concrete examples. Many people have a hard time relating to “minimalism” as an abstract concept. However, if you tell them exactly why having less stuff makes you happier, they’re much more likely to understand. For example: you’re striving to declutter your home so you’ll have more space to work on your art, play with your kids, or do yoga.

4. Make it about you. “I don’t want to end up like you” is not the way to tell your debt-ridden, shopaholic sister-in-law that you’ve decided to consume less. Concentrate the attention on your finances, your clutter, and your closet space.

5. Don’t preach. Banish the phrase “you should” from your minimalist vocabulary, and don’t in any way suggest that your lifestyle is superior to someone else’s. If you put people on the defensive, they’re much less likely to understand or embrace your choices.

6. Show instead of tell. Here, as in many aspects of life, actions speak louder than words. Invite people over to your newly-decluttered space, so they can see your calm, spacious, and serene environment. The sight of an elegantly-spare room is much more powerful, and compelling, than a vague concept like “minimalism.”

7. Ask for help. Recruit a friend to help you declutter your wardrobe, or destash your hobby supplies. It’ll give them a first-hand look at how and why you’re paring down your possessions. Not only will it help them understand your choices; it may also inspire them to do the same!

8. Have a sense of humor. If someone pokes fun at your mattress on the floor, or teases you about your empty cabinets, smile and take it in stride. Appreciate the lighter side of living outside the status quo.

9. Steal my words. If you’re not feeling eloquent enough to explain your decision to others, let me say it for you. Whether you’re struggling to explain your lack of a couch, your limited number of shoes, or your desire to downsize to a tiny home, you’re sure to find a relevant article of mine you can forward along. At the very least, they’ll know you’re not the only “crazy minimalist” out there.

10. Don’t assume a negative reaction. In fact, you may be surprised how many others share your desire to declutter. Mention to your colleague or neighbor that you’re “downsizing your possessions,” and they’ll likely respond with a knowing sigh and a wish to do the same.

It’s never easy to make a dramatic lifestyle change, let alone explain that choice to those around you. However, with a little tact, grace, and charm, you can help others understand the joys you find in a minimalist lifestyle—and perhaps even inspire them to join you on your journey!




59. 100 Ways to Simplify Your Life (and Make Yourself Happier)

 
 

I’ve been striving to simplify my life for many years now. In the process, I’ve learned that making little changes in our attitudes, habits, and environment can have a big impact. So I thought I’d compile a list of 100 ways to simplify your life—from your living room to your attitude, and everything in between.

Of course, not every item on the list will work for every person reading it. However, I hope that you’ll find at least a little something that speaks to you, helps you save some time, space, and energy—and perhaps even increases your serenity and happiness!

AROUND THE HOUSE

1. Turn off the TV. If you’re an average viewer, you’ll save over a hundred precious hours each month. An added bonus: less exposure to commercials means less desire to buy stuff, and more money in your pocket.

2. Cancel magazine subscriptions. Read the content online instead, and avoid accumulating a pile of reading material.

3. Read news online, instead of on paper. You’ll save plenty of time, and plenty of trees, by reading only the articles that interest you.

4. Get rid of excess furniture, so there’s less to walk around, trip over, or move when you have to clean.

5. Opt for multi-functional furniture, so you can satisfy your needs with fewer pieces.

6. Get rid of excess décor, so you’ll spend less time and effort cleaning around stuff.

7. Digitize your music. You’ll eliminate the clutter of CDs, and have easier access to your music library.

8. Download movies instead of renting DVDs. You’ll avoid the hassle of picking them up, dropping them off, or mailing them back.

9. Put items away immediately after use. It takes a lot less effort than cleaning up piles of stuff later on.

10. Have a place for everything. It makes it much easier to find things, and put them away.

11. Clean as you go. Wipe up spills, and take care of little messes before they become big ones.

12. Devise a cleaning routine. Streamline your chores into an ordered set of tasks for maximum efficiency.

13. Do laundry in large batches, instead of small ones. It’ll save you time, and reduce your energy (and water) consumption.

14. Buy enough socks and underwear to make it through a full laundry cycle, to avoid doing small “emergency” loads.

15. Wash towels less often. They don’t need laundering on a daily basis; you’re clean when you use them, after all!

16. Consolidate hobby items in designated containers. That way, all your supplies will be on hand when you need them.

17. If you start a new hobby, drop an out-of-favor one (along with its equipment and supplies).

18. Adopt the “one in, one out” rule: when you purchase something new, get rid of something old.

19. Don’t start collections. Avoid the clutter, and save your money, by channeling your energy and creativity into something more productive.

20. Get rid of one item every day. At the end of the year, you’ll have 365 fewer things to worry about!

WARDROBE AND STYLE

21. Hang up clothes, or put them in a hamper, as soon as you take them off. Avoid dropping them on the floor or piling them on a chair, and you’ll have less straightening up to do later.

22. Organize your clothes by category. For example, hang all your pants, skirts, or shirts together so you can quickly find what you need.

23. Use containers to corral accessories like jewelry, watches, or scarves, instead of scattering them about.

24. Choose versatile clothing. The more ways you can wear something, the fewer items you’ll need.

25. Don’t be a fashion victim. Chasing trends is a waste of time and money.

26. Know what flatters you. You’ll avoid accumulating a closet full of wardrobe “mistakes.”

27. Don’t buy “fantasy” clothes. In other words, if you’re not a social diva, skip the cocktail dresses—reserve your closet space for the stuff you’ll actually wear.

28. Get a simple, no-fuss haircut; it’ll save tons of time in the morning.

29. Embrace your natural hair. Don’t make it straight if it’s curly, curly if it’s straight, or brown if it’s gray.

30. Keep makeup as minimal as possible, or go without. Most of us don’t need to look like supermodels on a daily basis.

31. Use multi-purpose products (like a shampoo/body wash, or moisturizer plus sunscreen) to save time and eliminate bathroom clutter.

32. Standardize your grooming routine, so you can get ready each morning with a minimum amount of fuss.

33. Don’t buy hope in a bottle, and clutter your cabinets with half-used “miracle” lotions and potions.

34. Avoid unhealthy habits, like smoking, drugs, or drinking in excess. You’ll look better now, and avoid a boatload of health problems down the road.

35. Let your inner beauty shine. A pleasant countenance and radiant smile will make you more beautiful than any cosmetics.

KITCHEN AND DINING

36. Love those leftovers. Cook extra for dinner, and have it for lunch the next day.

37. Cook a week’s worth of meals at a time, and freeze for later (google “batch cooking” for recipes and instructions).

38. Plan your meals in advance. You’ll spend less time staring into your refrigerator, wondering what to make.

39. Shop with a grocery list. You’ll avoid making extra trips for forgotten items.

40. Make one-pot meals, and drastically reduce your after-dinner cleanup.

41. Pare down your dishes, cups, and utensils to what you regularly use. It’ll limit the amount of dishwashing that piles up in the sink.

42. Purge unnecessary gadgets and seldom-used equipment. A large variety of meals can be made with basic pots and implements.

43. Eat healthy foods (like whole grains, fruits, and vegetables), and you’ll avoid a wide variety of medical problems.

44. Keep your countertops clutter-free. Cooking is so much easier when you’re not moving stuff out of the way to do it.

45. Develop a set of standard dishes (like a pasta, chicken, or tofu dish), and vary the sauces. That way, you won’t have to reinvent the wheel each night.

OFFICE AND TECH

46. Stop as much incoming paperwork as possible. Get off mailing lists, cancel catalogs, and sign up for online billing and statements. The less physical mail you have to deal with, the better!

47. Print as little as possible. Don’t give yourself more stuff to file. Instead, print to a PDF file using free software like cutePDF or pdf995.

48. Digitize your paperwork. It’ll take up less space, and give you easier access to it.

49. Backup your data online. Use an online storage service, as an alternative to DVDs or an external hard drive.

50. Pay bills online. It takes much less time than writing and mailing a check, and you won’t need to buy envelopes and stamps.

51. Bank online. Transfer money without going to the bank, or standing in line waiting for a teller.

52. Automate recurring transactions. It’s a great way to pay your rent, mortgage, or insurance payments without lifting a finger.

53. Automate investments. Set up your brokerage account to buy a fixed dollar amount of a certain investment (like an index fund) on a regular schedule. It’ll smooth out the effects of market volatility on your portfolio, and keep you from making emotional decisions.

54. Stay out of debt. Life is much simpler when you don’t have to worry about interest charges and minimum payments.

55. Purchase bundled services. Buying telephone, TV, and internet services from the same company reduces your number of bills (and likely the amount you have to pay).

56. Telecommute. Arrange to work from home at least once or twice a week, to save time and commuting costs.

57. Don’t let junk mail enter your office. Keep a recycling bin by your front door, and dump junk mail and solicitations (without personal information) straight in.

58. Sort incoming paperwork immediately. Separate it into “file,” “act on,” and “dispose of” piles for efficient handling.

59. Organize your digital files. Develop a logical system of folders, so you won’t have to wade through hundreds of random files to find what you’re looking for.

60. Purge your bookmarks regularly. The stuff you found interesting last month, or last week, may be of no use to you today. Don’t waste time scrolling through irrelevant stuff.

61. Quit Facebook (or don’t join). It can be a huge digital commitment, and a major time sink. At the very least, limit the time you spend on it.

62. Limit the number of blogs you read. When you subscribe to a new one, drop an old one, so as not to increase your time commitment.

63. Reduce your Twitter time. Constant digital “chatter” can significantly reduce your productivity.

64. Check and answer email during defined periods. When you’re constantly distracted by incoming messages, it takes longer to complete the task at hand.

65. Take digital sabbaticals. Disconnecting for a period of time—be it an hour, a day, or a weekend—can be quite liberating!

TIME MANAGEMENT

66. Learn to say no. It can be difficult, but will ensure you have enough time and energy for the stuff that really matters.

67. Delegate. Give up trying to do everything yourself; get employees to help with projects, and children to help with chores.

68. Limit your commitments. Don’t increase your number of obligations; drop old ones to make way for the new.

69. Right-size your expectations. When you expect too much of yourself and others, disappointment and stress are often the result.

70. Choose your battles. There are thousands of little things that just aren’t worth fighting for—let them go.

71. Go with the flow. Instead of trying to control things, let them unfold as they may.

72. Be flexible. Adapt to the situation at hand, rather than insisting on doing things “your way.”

73. Forget about perfection. For the vast majority of tasks, good enough is good enough.

74. Fix little problems before they become big ones. A little effort now can save a lot of headaches later.

75. Consolidate your tasks. It’s more efficient to do your ironing, pay your bills, and answer your emails in one sitting than in bits and pieces.

76. Consolidate your errands. Plan your visits to the grocery store, dry cleaners, post office, and other stops, so you can take care of it all in one trip.

77. Declutter your To Do list. Purge any unimportant, unnecessary, or unfulfilling activities.

78. Ask for help or advice. Reaching out to someone with more expertise can often save you hours (or days) of muddling through on your own.

79. Share your expertise with others. An open exchange of information makes things easier for everyone.

80. Make it a goal to do less, not more. Increase your productivity to free up your schedule, rather than jam more stuff into it.

ATTITUDE

81. Keep an open mind. Life is infinitely more interesting and pleasant when you’re willing to consider opinions and viewpoints that differ from your own.

82. Accept others for who they are. Live and let live, and you’ll have much less to worry about.

83. Live in the present. Don’t spend excessive hours pining for the past, or fretting about the future. Be here now.

84. Don’t meddle in other people’s business. Concentrate on keeping your own life in order, and don’t worry about everyone else’s.

85. Forget about the Joneses. Conspicuous consumption benefits nobody but the companies selling the goods. We’d be happier, more relaxed, and more satisfied if we disengaged from it entirely.

86. March to your own drummer. Don’t feel obligated to follow the crowd, or live according to others’ expectations.

87. Think before you act. We can often save ourselves a lot of trouble if we think about the consequences before acting on impulse.

88. Think before you speak. Once you let some ill-considered words out of your mouth, you can’t get them back. Better to hold your tongue than have to deal with the fallout.

89. Don’t be overly sensitive. Sometimes others don’t think before they speak. Let careless remarks roll off your back, not ruin your day.

90. Don’t hold grudges. Forgiveness eases your stress and tension, and frees up your time and energy for more positive pursuits.

91. Don’t be a drama queen. Making mountains out of molehills unduly complicates life.

92. Have an attitude of gratitude. Be grateful for what you do have, instead of stressing over what you don’t.

93. Realize that you’re not living in the spotlight. Most people are too wrapped up in their own lives to care (or notice) what you own, what you’re wearing, or how you look.

94. Embrace the concept of enough. Once our needs are met, there’s usually little utility (or happiness) in acquiring more—by contrast, it often leads to cluttered homes and empty bank accounts.

95. Enjoy without owning. Admire the objects in a shop window, the art in a gallery, or the plants in a garden, without acquiring them for yourself. You’ll often get more pleasure from things when you don’t have the responsibility of ownership.

MISCELLANEOUS

96. Downsize your digs. A smaller home means less to maintain, less to clean, and less to pay in mortgage, utilities, and rent.

97. Go car-free. If you can walk, bike, or take public transit where you need to go, consider ditching your car. If you’re in a multi-car household, consider whether you can get by with one less car.

98. Avoid advertising like the plague. When you don’t know an item exists, you won’t stress over desiring, acquiring, or paying for it.

99. Don’t shop unless you need something. In other words, don’t browse stores, catalogs, or websites looking for something to need.

100. Make your own definition of “success.” Raising a happy family or excelling at your job are better measures of success than status symbols and material accumulation.




60. The Joy of Less, A Minimalist Living Guide

 
 

Not long ago, I was in the same position as many of you: I had too much stuff, and wanted to pare down. My things weighed on me like hundreds of little anchors, draining me of my time, my money, and my energy.

So one day I made a decision: I stopped buying things, and started to declutter. And to my delight, what I’d expected to be a rather onerous task was absolutely exhilarating! I decluttered in the morning, I decluttered in the evening, I decluttered on the weekends, I decluttered in my dreams. When I wasn’t actually decluttering, I was planning what I could declutter next.

The entire process was an amazing time in my life: with each passing day, I felt a little bit lighter, a little more serene, a little more free. The less stuff I was burdened with, the more possibilities life seemed to hold.

I began to sing the praises of minimalist living to anyone who would listen, and was surprised at the positive response I received. I discovered that a great many people wanted to declutter their homes and simplify their lives—but for the most part, just didn’t know where to start.

That’s why I wrote The Joy of Less, A Minimalist Living Guide: How to Declutter, Organize, and Simplify Your Life. The book is part philosophy, part pep talk, part practical advice—basically, everything you need to know to purge the clutter from your life.

Part One is all about inspiration. The quotes, stories, and exercises in this section help you develop a minimalist mindset—making it much easier to let your excess stuff go, and keep new stuff from coming in the door.

Part Two outlines the STREAMLINE method: ten sure-fire techniques to rid your house of clutter, and keep it that way. These steps are my “secret weapon” for achieving, and maintaining, a minimalist home—and I’m so excited to share them!

Part Three shows you how to give each room in your house a minimalist makeover. Each chapter tackles a different room: living room, bedroom, home office, kitchen/dining room, bathroom, and storage spaces (garage, attic, and basement). There’s also a whole chapter on creating a minimalist wardrobe, and another one dealing with gifts, heirlooms, and sentimental items.

Part Four takes this minimalist philosophy beyond the house. In this section, you’ll learn how to declutter your schedule, and reclaim your time as you did your space. You’ll also discover the far-reaching benefits of living lightly and gracefully on the Earth, and see how saving space in your closets can help save the planet. 

Here’s a reprint of the Introduction, to give you a more detailed idea of what it’s all about:

* * * * * * * * * *

Introduction

What if I told you that having less stuff could make you a happier person? It sounds a bit crazy, doesn’t it? That’s because every day, and everywhere we turn, we receive thousands of messages to the contrary: buy this, and you’ll be prettier; own this, and you’ll be more successful; acquire this, and your happiness will know no bounds.

Well, we’ve bought this, that, and the other thing. So we must be in seventh heaven, right? For most of us, the answer is “no.” In fact, quite often, the opposite is true: many of these items, and their empty promises, are slowly sucking the money out of our pockets, the magic out of our relationships, and the joy out of our lives.

Do you ever look around your house, at all the things you’ve bought and inherited and been given, and feel overwhelmed instead of overjoyed? Are you struggling with credit card debt, and can barely recall the purchases on which you’re making payments? Do you secretly wish a gale force wind would blow the clutter out of your home, leaving you an opportunity for a fresh start? If so, then a minimalist lifestyle may well be your salvation.

First, let’s pull this term “minimalism” down to earth. It seems to have acquired a somewhat intimidating, elitist air, as it’s often associated with chic, multimillion-dollar lofts with three pieces of furniture. The word conjures up images of spare, cool interiors, concrete floors, and gleaming white surfaces. It all sounds very sober, serious, and sterile. What role could it possibly play in lives filled with kids, pets, hobbies, junk mail, and laundry?

Most people hear the word “minimalism” and think “empty.” Unfortunately, “empty” isn’t altogether appealing; it’s usually associated with loss, deprivation, and scarcity. But look at “empty” from another angle—think about what it is instead of what it isn’t—and now you have “space.” Space! That’s something we could all use more of! Space in our closets, space in our garages, space in our schedules, space to think, play, create, and have fun with our families…now that’s the beauty of minimalism.

Think of it this way: a container is most valuable when it’s empty. We can’t enjoy fresh coffee when old grounds are in our cup; and we can’t showcase our garden’s blooms when wilted flowers fill the vase. Similarly, when our homes—the containers of our daily lives—are overflowing with clutter, our souls take a backseat to our stuff. We no longer have the time, energy, and space for new experiences. We feel cramped and inhibited, like we can’t fully stretch out and express ourselves.

Becoming minimalists puts us in control of our stuff. We reclaim our space, and restore function and potential to our homes. We remake our houses into open, airy, receptive containers for the substance of our lives. We declare independence from the tyranny of clutter. It’s positively liberating!

Sounds great—but how do we get there? Where do we start? How is this book different from all those other books on organizing your life?

Well, unlike other organizational books, this one isn’t about buying fancy containers or storage systems to shuffle around your stuff; it’s about decreasing the amount of stuff you have to deal with. Furthermore, you won’t have to answer quizzes, make checklists, or fill out charts—who has time for that? And there won’t be dozens of case studies about other people’s junk; the focus here is on you.

We’ll start by cultivating a minimalist mindset. Don’t worry; it’s not hard! We’re just going to think about the rewards and benefits of a decluttered life; it’ll provide the motivation we need later when dealing with grandma’s old china. We’ll learn to see our stuff for what it is, and weaken any power it may hold over us; and discover the freedom of living with just “enough” to meet our needs. We’ll even get a little philosophical, and ponder how our new minimalism will enrich our lives and effect positive change in the world.

Why all the talk? Because decluttering is like dieting. We can jump right in, count our possessions like we count calories, and “starve” ourselves to get fast results. All too often, however, we’ll end up feeling deprived, go on a binge, and wind up right back where we started. First, we have to change our attitudes and our habits—kind of like switching from a meat-and-potatoes to a Mediterranean diet. Developing a minimalist mindset will transform the way we make decisions about the stuff we have, and the stuff we bring into our lives. Instead of being a short-term fix, it’ll be a long-term commitment to a new, wonderful way of life.  

After our mental warm-up, we’ll learn the STREAMLINE method—the top ten most effective techniques for achieving, and maintaining, a decluttered home. This is where the fun starts! We’re going to have a fresh start for every drawer, every closet, and every room, and make sure that each thing we own makes a positive contribution to our households. We’ll give every item a proper place, and establish limits to keep things under control. We’ll steadily reduce the amount of stuff in our homes, and set up systems to ensure it doesn’t pile up again in the future. Armed with these techniques, we will conquer clutter for good!

Each area of the house presents unique challenges. Therefore, we’ll proceed room by room, exploring more specific ways to tackle each one. We’ll start in the family room, creating a flexible, dynamic space in which to pursue our leisure activities. We’ll debate the merits of each piece of furniture, and figure out what to do with all those books, DVDs, video games, and craft supplies. Then we’ll move into the bedroom, where we’ll purge the excess to produce a peaceful oasis for our weary souls. Our goal: a clear, calm, uncluttered space that relaxes and rejuvenates us.

Since so many of us suffer from overstuffed closets, we’ll spend a whole chapter dealing with wardrobe issues. (Heed the advice therein, and you’ll look fabulous with a fraction of your current clothes.) Then once we’re in the groove, we’ll attack the stacks of paperwork in our home offices, and reduce the flow into our inboxes from a flood to a trickle. Our minimalist makeover will tame even the messiest of workspaces!

Next, we’ll turn a keen eye on our kitchens. We’ll pare down our pots, pans, and place settings, and see how clean countertops and simple cookware can enhance our culinary prowess. After that, we’ll take a bathroom break; and while we’re in there, we’ll cull its contents to create a chic, spa-like ambience. We’ll even simplify our grooming routines, so we can make ourselves gorgeous with a minimum amount of fuss.

Of course, we can’t forget about our basements, attics, and garages. The stuff here may be out of sight, but it’s certainly not out of mind. After we get down and dirty in these storage spaces, the clutter will have nowhere left to hide! We’ll also spend a little time talking about gifts, heirlooms, and souvenirs. We’ll see how these critters sneak into our lives, and devise some creative ways to handle them.

Why stop at our four walls? Once we’ve decluttered our homes (and wondered why we didn’t do this sooner!), we’ll use our new minimalist attitude to streamline our schedules. We’ll learn to say “no,” set priorities, and get things done with ease and efficiency. We’ll trim our to-do lists, and reclaim our time like we did our space—being sure to leave enough of it open, empty, and free.

Finally, we’ll explore how being minimalists makes us better citizens of the planet, and helps us conserve its bounty for future generations. We’ll look at the true impact of our consumer choices, examining both the human and environmental toll of the things we buy; and learn the far-reaching benefits of living lightly and gracefully on the Earth. The best part: we’ll discover how saving space in our closets, and saving the world, go hand in hand.

Ready to sweep away the clutter once and for all? Just turn the page for your first dose of minimalist philosophy; in a few minutes, you’ll be on the road to a simpler, more streamlined, and more serene life.

{End of Introduction}

* * * * * * * * * *

Thank you so much for letting me share this with you. I love to write, but I’m somewhat shy when it comes to promoting my work. However, I’ve poured my heart, soul, and countless hours into this book, and am thrilled that it was named to Amazon’s “Best Books of 2010.”

The Joy of Less is available on Amazon.com and BarnesandNoble.com, in print, Kindle, and Nook versions. If my articles have piqued your interest in minimalist living, and you’d like a comprehensive guide to decluttering and simplifying your life, I hope you’ll consider reading it!
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