
Poverty as a Ground for Philosophy 

 

 

(Jean-Léon Gérôme, Diogenes, 1860) 

  

 

As seen in the previous document on “Voluntary Poverty,” poverty can be chosen 

voluntarily only under some specific conditions, among which, the overcoming of survival, 

and get rid of the unnecessary as an obstacle to a simple life.  

HOWEVER, it is again only under certain conditions that this simple life can open to 

more.  

AS A CONSEQUENCE, it seems that the interest of a simple life is not the simple life 

itself, but what can be gained through it.  

 

 

According to you, is there any virtue that can be learned through hardship? 

Does that give any meaning to in choosing poverty?  

Would you choose poverty as a lifestyle for ethical purposes? 

Do you know anyone who did? If yes, what do you think about the lifestyle of that person?  

Can you think about anyone who became famous after choosing poverty as a lifestyle? If 

yes, what did this person taught to the world? 

   

 



I. The cost of happiness.  

a. Happiness is not having more.  

We all desire happiness but happiness can look very differently according to the 

person we ask.  

Sometimes, when we are not happy, we think that it is because something is lacking in 

our life : we do not have our dream job, we do not have the degree we want, we are single and 

want to have a partner, we have a partner but we would like to have kids, we don’t have the 

body we want, we don’t have the personality we value etc.  

We think that we will finally be happy when we will have that thing that we are 

lacking: that degree, more money, a partner, kids, a particular job, a particular good, a 

different body shape, a more outgoing personality, etc.  

 HOWEVER, as soon as we possess the good that we were seeking, we often realize 

that it does not make us happy. It does not quench our thirst.  

 Our reaction is then either to conclude that having something does not actually make 

us happy, or to conclude that this particular good does not make us happy but another one 

would. That’s how we end up putting our answer to happiness either not in having something 

or in an endless quest to get more.   

 

 

What is that thing that you would like to have to be happy? 

If you think about it twice, do you still think that it will actually make you happy?  

 

 

b. Happiness is giving up the unnecessary.  

History provides multiple examples of people who rejected the idea that we can be 

happy by having something in particular. 

They chose poverty because they believe that it would be a condition to their 

happiness.1 

 
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asceticism 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asceticism


These people preached either to reject all material possessions s and adopt poverty as 

a lifestyle, or to change our relationship with material things by detaching from them when 

we have them.  

For example: Antisthenes said that the renunciation of material goods makes people 

god like, Jesus told the rich young man that he needed to sell everything and follow him to 

have eternal life, Buddha preached non-attachment to material goods,2 the Sufi doctrine 

preaches poverty as a path to happiness as well3…  

 

 

Do you follow any of these leaders? 

Why do you think people follow them? 

 

 

 

II. The movement of metanoia.  

a. Transforming oneself.  

As we learn through these multiple examples, choosing poverty is actually not “just” 

giving up material goods.  

 INDEED, it goes with a change of heart, a spiritual conversion, a metanoia 

(μετάνοια). In other words, giving up or detaching for material goods is part of an ascetic 

journey (ascetic comes from the Greek ἄσκησις which means “training”).  

This ascetic life can lead either to reduce material aspect of life to simplicity or to the 

minimum (for example: buying non-expensive clothes, living in a simple house, eating only 

what is necessary to survive) or to go beyond that limit by punishing one’s flesh.  

Its goal is not to deprive the self or inflict pain but to free the self from the unnecessary 

in order to focus on the necessary: salvation, redemption, spirituality. 

In these philosophies, to have something is indeed seen as an obstacle for happiness 

because having deviates the self from being at the fullest.  

 

 

 
2 https://buddhism.lib.ntu.edu.tw/FULLTEXT/JR-MISC/101785.htm  
 
3 https://www.dar-al-masnavi.org/n.a-IV-1856.html  

https://buddhism.lib.ntu.edu.tw/FULLTEXT/JR-MISC/101785.htm
https://www.dar-al-masnavi.org/n.a-IV-1856.html


 

Do you agree with the ascetic premise saying that we need to have less in order to be more? 

Do you think there should be a limit to this ascetic life? 

 

 

b. Keep transforming oneself.  

It is very difficult to maintain this lifestyle. INDEED, as Plato demonstrates,4 the nature 

of human beings is to desire,5 to have a crave for something, to long for something.  

What is the object of this desire? What do we desire? 

An ancient philosopher, Epicurus,6 distinguish necessary (drinking, eating, sleeping, 

having a safe shelter) from non-necessary desires (desiring fine wine, a particular type of 

food, a big house etc.). He insists on saying that we should quench necessary desire and 

detach from non-necessary desires if we want to be happy.  

HOWEVER, ancient philosophers demonstrate that our desires are never fully 

satisfied. We constantly desire more.  

THUS, freeing ourselves from desire is not a one time decision but a constant fight 

against our natural tendencies.  

 

 

What do you think of Epicurus’s classification of desires?  

Do you think all non-necessary desires are bad? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Symposium_(Plato)  
 
5 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/desire/  
 
6 https://iep.utm.edu/epicur/  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Symposium_(Plato)
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/desire/
https://iep.utm.edu/epicur/


III. The fruits of an ascetic life.7  

a. Virtues.  

According to ascetic thinkers, the choice for a simple life participates in a virtuous life 

i.e. a life of moral excellence: choosing a simple life helps to be a better version of oneself.  

INDEED, it helps the soul to focus on the essential, to humble the self, to develop 

one’s interiority, to become more generous, more aware of the needs of others… 

THEREFORE, detaching from the material is the condition to experience a higher 

level of life; material poverty leads to spiritual wealth.  

 

 

What does it mean for you to be “spiritually wealthy”?  

Do you agree that material poverty leads to spiritual wealth? 

Is it possible to be both materially and spiritually wealthy? 

 

 

b. Eternal life. 

Leaders as different as Jesus, Buddha, or some Hindu yogis promote the idea 

according to which material poverty participates to obtaining eternal life or salvation. In other 

words, choosing poverty participates to the purification of the self. It makes us worthy of 

living with God.  

 INDEED, they think that we cannot love both material goods and God. Both are 

antagonistic. If there is one, there cannot be the other.  

 To be with God requires to have nothing other than Him in our life, to worship nothing 

other than God himself. Only the conscious choice of poverty, fighting our natural tendencies 

to have more can lead us to choose God, and God only.  

 

 

And you, would you sacrifice material goods for a higher purpose?  

 

 

 
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JHcGmiZqKXo  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JHcGmiZqKXo

