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—George Herbert
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THIS BOOK is an extended reflection, and a preliminary bringing together of knowledge, on the English word “thrift.” In October of 2005, at the request of the John Templeton Foundation, I helped to convene a conference of nearly forty leading scholars to discuss the history of thrift as an American value and practice. The main thing I learned at the conference is that most leading scholars are not very interested in thrift. Moreover, among those who are interested, thrift is usually viewed as either mildly amusing, worrisomely retrograde, or both.

The very word “thrift” tells its own tale, being derived from the word “to thrive.”

JOHN LUBBOCK, THE USE OF LIFE, 1894

A prominent professor of political philosophy from Harvard, who adamantly insisted that thrift is not a virtue, and whose commissioned paper did not contain even one mention of the word “thrift,” asked me pointedly: “Are you saying that the word ‘thrift’ has to be on every page?” I told him I’d think about that.

So I went home and thought about it. I eventually decided that the answer to his question is “Yes.” A serious paper on the topic of thrift ought to contain the word “thrift” on every page. Or nearly every page. Or at least on one or two pages! This book contains the word “thrift” on nearly every page.

I’m grateful to that Harvard professor, because that conference, and in particular his question, greatly deepened my interest in the subject. What was this odd idea that they could barely be bothered to study and so clearly did not believe in? Moreover, the whole experience of that conference made me realize that leading scholars are not the only ones today who are actively disinterested in thrift. The word “thrift” has largely fallen out of our public conversation. As a result, the whole concept sounds quaintly old-fashioned, like something your great-grandparents might have talked about—but not you, and certainly not your children. I began to wonder, why is this the case? What’s the real story behind this funny little word that so many people can’t or don’t want to say?



	a. The fact or condition of thriving or prospering; (obsolete)
b. Means of thriving;
c. Prosperous growth, physical thriving;
d. Growing-pains.

	a. Savings, earnings, gains, profit;
b. That which is saved (of something); (obsolete)

	a. Economical management, economy;
b. A U.S. savings and loan association.





“THRIFT,” OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY

To pursue the answer to this question, I needed a research methodology. I decided, for lack of a better idea, to keep it simple. Following the implicit guideline contained in the question posed by my irritated Harvard mentor, I began to search everywhere for phrases, sentences, and pages that contained the word “thrift.” I confess that I began with Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations—I knew I could find a few there! It also turns out that, unlike today’s leading scholars, Shakespeare liked the word quite a bit. So did Chaucer before him. In fact, amazingly enough, so have many of the English-speaking world’s most prominent writers and leaders! Over the centuries, thrift has been repeatedly, passionately, and articulately advocated. It has also been repeatedly, passionately, and articulately denounced. Both proponents and advocates typically agree that thrift is a big idea, with high stakes for individuals and society.

Somewhere in all of my note taking, I became a genuine thrift nut. I believe in it passionately. I’m a starry-eyed advocate. For so many of the problems now ailing us—from shameful wastefulness, to growing economic inequality, to independence-killing indebtedness, to runaway mindless consumerism—I believe that the philosophy of thrift is the closest thing we have to a miracle cure. As a result, I want to testify about it. I want to shout it from the rooftops. I want to convert people. And I hope that after you read this book, you will want to do the same.

However, except for an occasional editorial or attempt to clarify the narrative, I myself don’t have much to say in this book. The reason is not laziness. It’s thrift! First, the way to understand thrift is to get as close to it as possible. As a result, reading what I say about Benjamin Franklin’s view of thrift is not nearly as instructive—or as fun!—as reading what Franklin himself says about thrift. No view of mine about the U.S. Savings and Loan League circa 1965 could ever be as revealing, or as interestingly expressed, as the view of the guy who served as president of the League in 1965 and therefore gave the keynote address at the League’s 1965 annual convention. Learning what I conclude about thrift-boxes is not as good as actually seeing a thrift-box. (That’s why this book has lots of visual images.)

There are several species of plants, such as the sea-pink, Armeria maritima, or March rosemary (Statice) which from their vigorous growth are often termed “thrift.”

“THRIFT,” ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA, 1911



Relatedly, there is the question of economy, or what might be called editorial thrift. With this topic, there is a lot of ground to cover. Concision is essential. So in this book I am giving you a box of chocolates, rather than a windy treatise on the history of chocolate. I think you’ll like it more.

Moreover, this topic, probably more than any other I’ve encountered, requires us to attend very carefully to the exact words of people who are (mostly) now dead. Trust me. There is nothing bad that I could possibly say about thrift that has not already been said, far more vividly and powerfully, by people smarter (or at least more famous) than I am. Even more importantly for my more partisan purposes, the finest words in praise of thrift, as well as the words that most precisely convey what thrift is and why it matters, have already been uttered. I can hardly improve on them, so I don’t try to. Instead I let the historical actors themselves, using their own best words, duke it out over this contentious issue, and, apart from playing the role of editorial emcee, and occasionally putting in my own good word for thrift, I mostly stay out of the way.

[image: ]

The word has no exact synonym.

“THRIFT,” THE WORLD BOOK, 1918

I call this book a cyclopedia for several reasons. For starters, the very idea of a cyclopedia—an economical bringing together of the available knowledge on a subject—both embodies and contributes to the thrift ideal. Second, the word “cyclopedia” is an odd, old-style word, and this book, with its eccentric mixing of (mostly) quotes from literature and history with (some) personal commentary, is an odd, old-style book. Third, a number of early and what we would now view as primitive encyclopedias, dating back to the seventeenth century, were called “cyclopedias”; this current collection of knowledge is also probably primitive, in the sense of being an early and therefore inevitably partial attempt to bring together, from a modern vantage-point, what is known and relevant regarding the English word “thrift.” And finally, “cyclopedia” for me evokes and pays respectful homage to one of the great, practical thrift books of the twentieth century, Cyclopedia of Building, Loan and Savings Associations, first published in 1923.

[image: ]

Thrift Champions, Pearce School, Washington, DC, 1925

The book’s structure is simple. We begin philologically, with the word itself—its origins, history, and meanings. Next, we hear from some of history’s most eloquent opponents of thrift. Then we hear from some thrift visionaries—leaders who like thrift, have thought about it seriously, and have done their best to champion it. Since leaders often build institutions and lead social movements, we next focus on the main thrift institutions in English-speaking societies, followed by a look at some of the main social movements that have been animated by the thrift deal. Then, toward the end, for fun and instruction, we survey history’s proverbs and maxims of thrift. Finally, I propose that we briefly think about the question, “What kind of country do we want to be?”

… there are few words in the English language that have a more interesting history, or convey a deeper moral than the word “Thrift.”

RICHARDSON CAMPBELL, PROVIDENT AND INDUSTRIAL INSTITUTIONS, ABOUT 1926

Here is the basic conclusion, the moral, that I draw from this book’s analysis. Thrift is a big, important word. We largely ignore it today, to our great loss. Some of the most intelligent people ever to use our language have thought and said a great deal about this word, and for good reasons. The word has helped to create some of our most vital social institutions and fuel some of our most inspiring social movements. Possibly as much as we need any idea today, we need this one. That’s the basic conclusion that, in my view, emerges from this little cyclopedia on thrift.

A word about spelling and punctuation: In most (though not all) cases, when the sources readily available to me permitted a choice between the author’s original spelling and punctuation, and one or more modernized versions, I chose the original. That will make it harder at times for you as a reader—but also better. It’s like watching an old black-and-white movie. Yes, you could probably find a “colorized” version somewhere, but the original is truer.

Thrift, that sovereign bourgeois virtue, is often misunderstood, simply because the word can mean so many different things.

MARIA OSSOWSKA, BOURGEOIS MORALITY, 1956
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Thrift, Kensitas Flowers



PART ONE

    [image: ]  What Is Thrift?  [image: ]

In 1910, the U.S. National Bankers Association, at its annual meeting in Los Angeles, invited as a guest lecturer the noted humorist, journalist, and minister Robert J. Burdette. Burdette’s lecture to the bankers was entitled “Thrift.” His opening query, and the core question that Burdette sought to answer that evening, was “What is thrift?” He confessed that his task was not an easy one.

He began the lecture by reporting, by way of the dictionary, that thrift is “the condition of one who thrives,” but admitted with a smile that such a definition was “not quite good enough.” Then he offered another: “Luck, fortune, success.” Still not quite right. And then another: “Frugality, economical management.” Yes, maybe, but not really. And then one more try: “Good husbandry.” Finally, Burdette simply gave up. He confessed to the bankers: “Now, after all, what is thrift? Just thrift.” The bankers laughed, and Burdette went on his merry way, delivering charming descriptions and anecdotes of thrift, and ending up by suggesting that the highest form of thrift is generosity, since in heaven, according to Burdette at least, they measure a man’s thriftiness by “what he gave away.”1

What (if anything!) can we learn today from these long-forgotten quips delivered to long-deceased bankers after a dinner in Los Angeles nearly a century ago? Well, for starters, let’s realize that, in 1910, it was not at all surprising for a well-known person to deliver a public lecture on “Thrift.” Quite the contrary. I am focusing here on one such talk by Robert Burdette, but there are many others from this era that I could just as easily have chosen. That fact alone should tell us something. People in the United States used to spend quite a bit of time asking themselves, “What is thrift?” Today, we don’t.

Second, earlier generations assumed that the answer to the question, while important, was not easy or straightforward. The topic was complex, not simple. They assumed, therefore, that the question called for some study and reflection, or at least some genuine mental effort. Today, we don’t. Quite the contrary. To the degree that people speak of thrift today, they are probably quite certain that thrift means scrimping and saving, usually up to and including being unpleasantly cheap and stingy. So, after all, what is thrift? What to earlier generations of Americans had seemed a difficult, important question has largely become for our generation an easy, unimportant question. That’s quite a shift! Burdette, for example, concludes that thrift can mean generosity. So have many other thoughtful people, from Lao Tzu writing in China in about 600 BCE, to the great British statesman William Gladstone in the 1890s, to Dr. John M. Templeton Jr., one of today’s very few pro-thrift voices, in his 2004 book, Thrift and Generosity. But is this proposition well known in the United States today? Are very many of us even thinking about it?
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James Edward Smith, English Botany, vol. 4, 1795

So just for the fun of it, and for any thrift (that is, good fortune) that it might provide us, let’s try to look with fresh eyes, with innocence even, and ask our ourselves anew, “What is thrift?” When all is properly considered, we will end up with a definition of thrift that is fairly coherent and thrifty (that is, economical), but to get there honestly, we must first work through some complexity. The complexity is necessary for four reasons.

First, thrift is inherently a complex idea. It is a multifaceted philosophical concept for which there is no single precise synonym in the English language. Second, because of this multidimensionality, thrift can mean, and virtually from the beginning has meant, different things to different people. Some tend to emphasize one dimension of the idea, and some another, with still others trying to synthesize. Third, the dominant meaning of the word has steadily evolved over time. “Thrift” in the fourteenth century typically meant something quite different from “thrift” in 1800, which in turn is quite different from the most common meanings of “thrift” in 1950, not to mention the dominant meaning of “thrift” today. To all of these turns and evolutions, due attention must be paid. And finally, unfortunately “thrift” is a word that, especially today, is often defined publicly by people who don’t like it. (I learned this fact the hard way when I helped to convene that group of prominent scholars to opine on thrift.) The result is like asking a gun-control advocate to define “firearm,” or a die-hard Republican to tell you what Democrats truly believe—you are likely to get some nuggets of valid information, but you are unlikely to get the whole story, and often enough you will see streaks of bias infiltrating both the working definitions and the underlying assumptions.
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Published 1921

So, to tell our tale thriftily—that is, well, properly, suitably—let’s begin by considering four fairly distinct ways of understanding what thrift is.




1. Thrift as Growing
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Planting of trees is England’s old thrift.

ENGLISH PROVERB

….

    On sandy wastes, ere yet the frugal root 

    Of tender grass can feed the springing shoot
 
    Fringing each sterile bank and rocky rift
 
    Green grows the tufted cushions of the Thrift …
 
    Ah! well named flower, for of a thrift we sing,
 
    Skilled like thyself, a fertile growth to bring 

    In barren wastes with Hope’s sweet verdure rife
 
    The pledge and potency of statelier life.

WALSHAM HOWE, THE FIRST BISHOP OF WAKEFIELD, “THRIFT—THE PLANT”

[image: ]

Rollin Kirby, 1920

….

As we can see, one primary meaning of thrift is growing, blooming, or spreading with vigor, health, and efficiency, either as a part of nature, or as a metaphor stemming from the idea of natural, effective growth.

And if it be asshe, elme, or oke, cut of all the bowes cleane, and save the toppe hole. For if thou make hym ryche of bowes, thou makest hyme poore of thryfe …

“HOW TO REMOVE TREES,” FITZHERBERT’S THE BOOK OF HUSBANDRY, 1534

….

An Olde Thrift Newly Revived. Wherein is declared the manner of Planting, Preserving, and Husbanding Young Trees.

TITLE OF A BOOK BY RICHARD MOORE, ABOUT 1612

No grace has more abundant promises made unto it than this of of mercy, a sowing, a reaping, a thrifty grace.

REV. EDWARD REYNOLDS, A SERMON,
MID-SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

….

… I would select a wood of young and thrifty trees.

JAMES FENIMORE COOPER, THE PIONEERS, 1823

….

This cow had a cough and looked unthrifty all last winter and spring.

REPORT FROM DR. E. E. SALMON, U.S. BUREAU
OF ANIMAL INDUSTRY, NOVEMBER 16, 18685

… a thrifty growth of the sugar-cane …

HERMAN MELVILLE, OMOO, 1847

….

… in the rear of the row of buildings, the track of many languid years is seen in a border of unthrifty grass …

NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE, THE SCARLET LETTER, 1850

….

… whose old roots furnish still the wild stocks of many a thrifty village tree.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU, WALDEN, 1854

O love and summer, you are in the dreams and in me,

Autumn and winter are in the dreams,

   the farmer goes with his thrift,

The droves and crops increase, the barns

   are well-fill’d.

WALT WHITMAN, “THE SLEEPERS,” 1855

….

Farmington seems to us to be suitably named, being a vast conglomeration of farms and farm houses. We could not but notice the thrifty look which bespoke the careful husbandman.

IRVING TODD, DISCUSSING FARMINGTON, MINNESOTA, 1863

Frequently the thrift ideal is compared to cultivation of the soil and to natural growth.

There is a use of the word “thrift” that may help us to realize its best meaning. Gardeners call a plant of vigorous growth a “thrifty” plant. Let us bear this in mind in our charitable work, and remember that anything that hinders vigorous growth is essentially unthrifty. Thrift means something more than the hoarding of small savings. In fact, saving at the expense of health, or training, or some other necessary preparation for successful living, is always unthrifty.

MARY E. RICHMOND, FRIENDLY VISITING AMONG THE POOR: A HANDBOOK FOR CHARITY WORKERS, 1903

Shall we apologize for making two blades of grass grow where one grew before? Shall we look askance at the man who is diligent in business, and whose thrift and energy give him control of productive capital, the use of which ameliorates the condition of an entire neighborhood?

[image: ]

Poster, 1929

… We live in an economic age, and we must not be afraid of it. The business career nowadays is the dominating one.

ALBERT SHAW, THE OUTLOOK FOR THE AVERAGE MAN, 1907

Though neither concerns nature directly, both of the sayings below—one from the late sixteenth century on thrift of revenge, and one from the early twentieth century on thrift of thought—seem to use the word “thrift” primarily in the sense of vigorous and efficient growth.

Phi. What I pray you? and how manie are the names, whereby the Devill allures persones in anie of these snares?

Epi. Even by these three passiones that are within our selves: Curiousitie in great imagines: thrift of revenge, for some tortes deeply apprehended; or greedie appetitie of geare, caused through great poverty.

KING JAMES VI OF SCOTLAND, DAEMONOLOGIE, 1597

….

… the rules of thought are essentially the rules of thrift. I mean that the best way of taking stock of one’s philosophic and artistic estate is analogous to the best way of so dealing with a real estate, especially a small one; it permits of the same terminology and is troubled with the same errors. When we expect a peasant to make the best use of a field, we do not mean he should put up with it, like a prison. That is not making the best use of it, but only accepting the worst. We mean that his thrift thrives; that his land, so to speak, enlarges inward; that, like a cup in a fairy tale, it holds more and more without overflowing. And the same intensive cultivation can be in the thought, and even in the fancy.

G. K. CHESTERTON, “THE THRIFT OF THOUGHT,” 1916


2. Thrift as Good Fortune
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PROBABLY the oldest meanings of “thrift” in the English language are good fortune, thriving, wealth, being blessed with luck and good favor, and being the best, the most proper, or the most suitable.

For he does men evere schame: sorewe him must bifalle

And lesser thrift [bad fortune] upon his heued …

“A MIRACLE OF ST. JAMES,” ABOUT 1305

….

I kan right now no thrifty [suitable, fitting] tale seyn …

GEOFFREY CHAUCER, CANTERBURY TALES, “THE MAN OF LAW’S TALE,” (INTRODUCTION, 46), 1380S

….

Now good thrift [good luck, good fortune] have he, wherso that he be!

CHAUCER, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE (II, 847), 1380S

….

Of al this noble town the thriftieste [best, finest, most atttractive].

CHAUCER, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE (II, 737)

She took hire leve at hem ful thriftily [properly, in the best way].

CHAUCER, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE (III, 211)

….

In his generally excellent biography of Benjamin Franklin, Carl Van Doren suggests that thrift is a “prim, dry” idea, from which Franklin needs to be “rescued.”1 Well, slog your way through the following bit of old English—“Her arms small, her hair straight and soft; her sides long, fleshy, smooth, and white; he began to stroke her, and good thrift came to him, from her snow-white throat and her round, light breasts”—and you’ll see that Chaucer’s view of thrift is almost anything but “prim and dry.”

    Hire armes smale, hire streghte bak and softe,

    Hire sydes longe, flesshly, smothe, and white

    He gan to stroke, and good thrift [good luck, good fortune] bad ful ofte

    Hire snowissh throte, hire brestes round and lite.

CHAUCER, TROILUS AND CRISEYDE (III, 1247–50)

Hir chaffare [merchandise] was so thrifty [fine, suitable, serviceable] and so newe.

CHAUCER, CANTERBURY TALES, “THE MAN OF LAW’S TALE” (138)

….

I sitte at hoom; I have no thrifty [excellent, suitable] clooth.

CHAUCER, CANTERBURY TALES, “THE WIFE OF BATH’S TALE” (238)

….

    But by my thrift [an oath: By my fortune!], yet shal I blere hir ye,

    For al the sleighte in hir philosophye.

CHAUCER, CANTERBURY TALES, “THE REEVE’S TALE” (4049–50)

….

The Way to Thrift

THE TITLE OF A POEM, IN WHICH A MOTHER ADVISES HER DAUGHTER ON THE WAYS OF WISE LIVING, LATE FOURTEENTH CENTURY

….

Now good thrifte [luck, fortune] come unto thee, sone deere!

THOMAS HOCCLEVE, THE REGIMENT OF PRINCES, 1411

Ye prowd galantts hertless,

With your hygh cappis witlesse,

And your schort gownys thrifless [without worth],

… Therfor your thrifte [good fortune] is almost don,

And with youre long here into your eyen

Have brought this londe to gret pyne.

SONGS AND CAROLS, ABOUT 1470

….

Slip-thrift

A GAME INVENTED IN ENGLAND DURING THE REIGN OF KING HENRY VIII

….

In “Slip-thrift”—apparently also called “slide-thrift”—players in the game pushed groats and, later, shillings across a designated area to reach a desired destination. The game may have involved gambling or betting. Versions of this game eventually became known as “shovel-board” and, still later, “shuffle-board.” So these game-players in the mid-sixteenth century were “sliding” and “slipping” (and possibly risking) their “thrift”—that is, their wealth—across the game area.2

There are such dicing-houses, also…where young gentlemen dice away their thrift; and where dicing is, there are other follies also.

HUGH LATIMER, SERMON PREACHED BEFORE KING EDWARD VI, APRIL 12, 1549

But of course thrift can also mean something quite different from material treasure. In this wonderful saying, also from 1549, we see that thrift, in the sense of ultimate blessing or favor, can also be invoked to call into question the value of material things:

[image: ]

Rollin Kirby, 1920

The entrie unto immortal thrifte is throughe losse of transitorie thynges.

MILES COVERDALE, ERASMUS’ PARAPHRASES, 1549

….

Shakespeare, our greatest writer in English, used the word “thrift” in nearly every sense in which the word can be used, both to praise and to damn. Here he uses “thrift” to mean good fortune:

[image: ]

Rollin Kirby, 1920

I have a mind presages me such thrift,

That I should questionless be fortunate!

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE MERCHANT OF VENICE (I, I), ABOUT 1596

….

    Fellow, learn to new-live: the way to thrift

     For thee in grace is a repentant shrift.

JOHN FORD, LOVE’S SACRIFICE (IV, 3), 1633


3. Thrift as Prospering
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HERE IS one of my very favorite thrift sayings:

His thrift waxes thin, that spends before he wins.

“HOW THE GOOD WIFE TAUGHT HER DAUGHTER,” ABOUT 1430

….

I love this saying because, on the one hand, it uses “thrift” in its classical sense of thriving, or being blessed with good fortune, while on the other, it concretely links the condition of thriving to a habit that one should cultivate within the economic sphere of life—that is, the discipline of living within one’s means. Which is not just any old habit! Indeed, of all the commonsense guidelines for thrift since the word first emerged in English, this one is certainly one of the most commonly repeated and urgently advised. For example, Robert Louis Stevenson’s “Christmas Sermon” from 1888, in which he beautifully adumbrates the “task” in life that requires “fortitude and delicacy,” sincerely hopes that each of us are able “to earn a little and to spend a little less.”1

The idea is an old one. Here is another of my all-time favorite thrift sayings:

Cut my coat after my cloth.

GODLY QUEEN HESTER, ABOUT 1529

….

And here is another wonderful one, spelling out the guideline a bit more fully:

    Be thriftie, but not covetous …

    Never exceed thy income …

    By no means runne in debt: take thine own measure.

    Who cannot live on twentie pound a yeare,

    Cannot on fortie: he’s a man of pleasure,

….

    A kinde of thing that’s for it self too deere.

    The curious unthrift makes his cloth too wide,

    And spares himself, but would his taylor chide.

GEORGE HERBERT, “THE CHURCH-PORCH,” 1633

….

When the “good wife” teaches her daughter in fifteenth-century England that “His thrift waxes thin, that spends before he wins,” and when George Herbert sits on “the Church-porch” in the 1630s to advise young people in the ways of thrift and right living, the former is prefiguring by many generations, and the latter is making quite explicit, a broad evolution in the meaning and dominant usages of the word “thrift.” This new emphasis begins, roughly speaking, in the seventeenth century, concurrent with the rise in Britain of a more market-based economy and, beginning in the latter decades of the seventeenth century, the Industrial Revolution. The pastor and prominent nineteenth-century British thrift advocate William L. Blackley describes the change:

But to thrive and be provided are, after all, not quite the same thing as to be thrifty and provident. The former terms refer to a man’s condition, the latter to his character. The one pair describe a state, the other imply a habit.

REV. WILLIAM L. BLACKLEY, THRIFT AND INDEPENDENCE, 1885

….

Well put! Blackley is here confirming the gradual but steady evolution, largely completed by the mid-nineteenth century, in how writers commonly use the word “thrift.” Using the word in its classical senses of growing and thriving—that is, a status or condition—increasingly gives way to thrift as referring to a set of habits and values, or character traits. This shift is quite significant. The older usages refer to a result; the newer usages refer to ways of getting the result. The older ones are largely descriptive; the newer ones are largely normative. Instead of wealth and good fortune, thrift now increasingly comes to mean certain pathways to wealth and good fortune.

In brief, the word “thrift” is being gradually moralized. It now overtly implies an “ought”—with the “ought” dimension of the word increasingly taking precedence over the “is” dimension. The novelist W. Somerset Maugham, in 1915, nicely captures this by-now well-established sense of the word when he describes a character, a poor parson, as “thrifty by inclination and economical by necessity.”2 The concept of thrift has also, to use an ugly word, been at least partly economized. Instead of essentially referring to life as a whole, life in all of its flourishing—“Now thrift and speed be thine, my dear child!”3—thrift in this new emphasis increasingly comes to mean first and foremost economic prosperity, or prosperity primarily in the material sense.

….

Thrift is the fuel of magnificence.

SIR PHILIP SIDNEY, COUNTESS OF PEMBROKE’S ARCADIA, ABOUT 1580

….

    For husbandrie weepeth,
where housewifery sleepeth,

    And hardly he creepeth, up ladder to thrift.

THOMAS TUSSER, FIVE HUNDRED POINTES OF GOOD HUSBANDRIE, 1580
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Rollin Kirby, 1920

    Behold th’ ensamples in our sightes,

    Of lustfull luxurie and thriftlesse wast!

EDMUND SPENCER, THE FAERIE QUEENE, 1596

….

    I am a man that from my first have been inclined to thrift,

    And my estate deserves an heir more rais’d than one which holds a trencher.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, TIMON OF ATHENS (I, I), ABOUT 1607
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Rollin Kirby, 1920

Shakespeare rarely fails to delight. Here he uses what most modern thrift visionaries have concluded is the best antonym of thrift—waste—to make a play on words:

Indeed, I am in the waist two yards about; but I am now about no waste; I am about thrift.

SHAKESPEARE, THE MERRY WIVES OF WINDSOR (I, 3), ABOUT 1600

It is required that this care [in working diligently] does not proceed from the love of riches, but out of conscience towards God, whose benefits we ought not to abuse, and out of a foresight of providing for our necessities, and doing good for others. For honest thrift does not hinder, but rather promotes liberality and other virtues.

THE PURITAN DIVINE WILLIAM AMES (1576–1633), ABOUT 1632

….

    Let wealth come in by comely thrift

    And not by any sordid shift …

ROBERT HERRICK (1591–1674), “THE WELL-WISHES AT WEDDINGS”

….

The Earl had a reputation for financial shrewdness, and if he noted down the maxim “in sume cases the best thrift is to be prodigall” it was only in order to make the immediate comment, “a rull often false alwayse unsertayn.”

VIEWS OF THE FOURTH EARL OF BEDFORD (1593–1641), IN SURVEY OF LONDON

….

She was so thrifty and good, that her name passed into a proverb.

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, “THE COURTSHIP OF MILES STANDISH,” 1858

Industry is the parent of thrift…I never knew an early-rising, hard-working, prudent man, careful of his earnings, and strictly honest who complained of bad luck.

HENRY WARD BEECHER, LECTURES TO YOUNG MEN ON VARIOUS IMPORTANT SUBJECTS, 1844

….

… those principles which teach a man to look beyond this world for his highest happiness do really offer the best security for his present enjoyment. The sobriety and reflection which religion enjoins are favourable to the development and improvement of all our mental powers, while the temperance, economy and industry which the precepts of the gospel inculcate are most conducive to our outward prosperity. These results, though not urged as considerations for embracing the offers of the gospel, are still not to be overlooked by those who would rightly estimate their value…as a general thing, industry leads to prosperity and happiness, and indolence is the parent of suffering crime.

THE TWO CARPENTERS; FRUITS OF SLOTH AND THRIFT ILLUSTRATED, 1847

….

The scope of thrift is limitless.

THOMAS A. EDISON, 1847

Thrift is the best means of thriving.

ELIZA COOK, DESCRIBING “DIAMOND DUST” (SHORT WISE SAYINGS), 1849

….

In this respect to what is our poverty ascribable? To the same cause that has impoverished and dishonored us in all other respects—the thriftless and degrading system of human slavery.

HINTON ROWAN HELPER, IMPENDING CRISIS OF THE SOUTH, 1860

….

    By all the world contributed—freedom’s and law’s and thrift’s society,

        The crown and teeming paradise, so far, of time’s accumulations,

        To justify the past.

WALT WHITMAN, “THE PRAIRIE STATES,” 1880

….

God pays debts seven for one: who squanders on Him shows thrift.

ROBERT BROWNING, “DRAMATIC IDYLS,” 1880

    If much were mine, then manifold

    Should be the offering of my thrift.

CHRISTINA ROSSETTI, POEMS, 1896

….

    the new America of starved children and hollow bellies and cracked shoes stamping on souplines,

        that has swallowed up the old thrifty farmlands of Wayne County, Michigan,
 
         as if they had never been.

JOHN DOS PASSOS, WRITING ABOUT HENRY FORD, THE BIG MONEY, 1933

….

    To lose sensibility, to see what one sees,

    As if sight had not its own miraculous thrift,

    To hear only what one hears, one meaning alone,

    As if the paradise of meaning ceased

    To be paradise, it is this to be destitute.

WALLACE STEVENS, “ESTHETIQUE DU MAL,” 1945


4. Thrift as Saving
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JOHN MAYNARD KEYNES was one of the greatest public intellectuals of his generation and arguably the most influential economist of the twentieth century. Probably his most respected book is A Treatise on Money, published in two volumes in December of 1930. Here is a famous portion of that book:

It has been usual to think of the accumulated wealth of the world as having been painfully built up out of that voluntary abstinence of individuals from the immediate enjoyment of consumption, which we call Thrift. But it should be obvious that mere abstinence is not enough by itself to build cities or drain fens …

If Enterprise is afoot, wealth accumulates whatever may be happening to Thrift; and if Enterprise is asleep, wealth decays whatever Thrift may be doing.

Thus, Thrift may be the handmaiden of Enterprise. But equally she may not. And, perhaps, even usually she is not.

JOHN MAYNARD KEYNES, A TREATISE ON MONEY, 1930

A few weeks after the book was published, struggling valiantly for ways to overcome the Great Depression that was casting such a blight on the British economy (as well as on the U.S. and other economies), Keynes went on the radio to address the British people directly on this same subject:

There are today many well-wishers of their country who believe that the most useful thing which they and their neighbours can do to mend the situation is to save more than usual…Now, in certain circumstances, all this would be quite right, but in present circumstances, unluckily, it is quite wrong. It is utterly harmful and misguided—the very opposite of the truth …

The best guess I can make is that whenever you save five shillings, you put a man out of work for a day. Your saving that five shillings adds to unemployment to the extent of one man for one day—and so on in proportion. On the other hand, whenever you buy goods you increase employment—though they must be British, home-produced goods if you are to increase employment in this country. After all, this is only the plainest common sense. For if you buy goods, someone will have to make them. And if you do not buy goods, the shops will not clear their stocks, they will not give repeat orders, and someone will be thrown out of work.

Therefore, O patriotic housewives, sally out tomorrow early into the streets and go to the wonderful sales which are everywhere advertised. You will do yourselves good—for never were things so cheap, cheap beyond your dreams. Lay in a stock of household linen, of sheets and blankets to satisfy all your needs. And have the added joy that you are increasing employment, adding to the wealth of the country because you are setting on foot useful activities, bringing a chance and a hope to Lancashire, Yorkshire, and Belfast.

JOHN MAYNARD KEYNES, “SAVING AND SPENDING,” RADIO ADDRESS, JANUARY 14, 1931
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Published 1921

Something remarkable had happened. Leave aside for a moment whether Keynes was right or wrong in his belief that more consumer spending in 1931 would be good for the British economy. (I’m no expert, but I think he was right.) But here we see, quite dramatically, a case in which a distinguished thinker and writer helps in a decisive way to transmogrify, or at least greatly alter, the public meaning of a key word.

In most earlier generations, the thrift ethic most definitely included (though it was not limited to) the principles of hard work, gain-seeking, initiative, and industry, or what Keynes here called “Enterprise.” But amazingly, Keynes now treats the two concepts, Thrift and Enterprise, as conceptually separate from one another! Further, he also views them in part as actual opposites, or as concepts that can be in tension with one another and can at times work against each other. He clearly argues, for example, that what finally determines economic outcomes is Enterprise, not Thrift.

For Keynes, “thrift” has thus acquired a much narrower and more restricted meaning. “Thrift” for him now only connotes what most earlier writers would have called “frugality”—saving, self-denial, perhaps even parsimony. In the passage from A Treatise on Money, Keynes makes this point with unmistakable clarity when he describes “that voluntary abstinence of individuals from the immediate enjoyment of consumption, which we call Thrift.” He even defines thrift as “mere abstinence.” Wow! Thrift now only means abstaining, whereas those admirably proactive forces, enterprise and industry, which can be opposed to thrift, mean that we are doing something productive! As we’ll see in part three and elsewhere in this book, the majority of thrift advocates prior to this time who had ever written or spoken about the subject, from Daniel Defoe and his “Essay on Projects” to Booker T. Washington and his Tuskegee Institute, would be absolutely bewildered to hear the concept that meant so much to them defined in this curiously limited way. What are we seeing here? It’s not just Keynes, of course. Starting, roughly speaking, in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, and gaining much momentum in Keynes’s generation, yet another broad, tectonic shift begins in how many English-speaking people understand and use the word “thrift.” In brief, the word gets narrower. It shrinks. Instead of typically meaning pathways to material prosperity—or even more classically, growth or good fortune—thrift during these years increasingly comes to mean saving money, economizing, conserving, being careful and sparing, reusing, and avoiding financial and material waste. Most of all, and for many people all that the word ultimately comes to mean, is what the word meant to Keynes: SAVE YOUR MONEY.

And I must needs further say, that considering you live rent free, and I hope free from any future charge from my Brother John or any of your Children but Pall, that 50 pounds a yeare will bee thought a good competence. Especially if all ways of thrift bee studied, as I hope you will all thinke it necessary from hence forward to doe. And by the way lett mee tell you, that if I understand any thing of thrift, it cannot be any good husbandry to such a family as yours to keepe either hoggs, poultry, sheepe, cowes (or horses more than one) there being meate of all sorts, milke, butter, cheese eggs fowle and every thing elce to bee had cheaper and I am sure with more quiet at the market …

SAMUEL PEPYS, LETTER TO HIS FATHER, MAY 16, 1663

….

We must save the King Money wherever we can, for I am afraid the War is too great for our Purses, if things be not managed with all imaginable Thrift. When the People of England see all things are saved, that can be saved; that there are no exorbitant Pensions, nor unnecessary Salaries, and all this applied to the Use to which they are given; we shall give, and they shall pay whatever his Majesty can want, to secure the Protestant Religion …

SIR CHARLES SEDLEY, SPEECH TO PARLIAMENT, MARCH 1690

….

They who are Sparing in their younger Days seldom fail to be much more thrifty in their Decline.

REV. THOMAS SECKER, SERMON, ABOUT 1768

….

Whatever might be our points of difference, we all of us seemed to have come to Blithedale with the one thrifty and laudable idea of wearing out our old clothes.

NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE, THE BLITHEDALE ROMANCE, 1852

….

Decent burial was what Lisbeth had been thinking of for herself through years of thrift …

GEORGE ELIOT, ADAM BEDE, 1859

….

Mrs. Ward mended the torn coat with motherly zeal, and gave it many of those timely stitches which thrifty women love to sew.

LOUISA MAY ALCOTT, “THE KING OF CLUBS AND THE QUEEN OF HEARTS,” 1876

….

    Paradise is that old mansion

    Many owned before—

    Occupied by each an instant

    Then reversed the Door—

    Bliss is frugal of her Leases

    Adam taught her Thrift

    Bankrupt once through his excesses—

EMILY DICKINSON, ABOUT 1868

Lesson 23: THRIFT

1. You remember how careful and thrifty Robinson Crusoe had to be at first on his desert island. Supposing ten of you were shipwrecked on an island, and that you only rescued a few sacks of corn from the wreck. What would you do? …
17. Yes. If we eat up this year all we produce, we run a risk of starving next year. How is it that people do not starve in England, even if they do not put by in bad or even in good years?
18. Because other persons have to keep them out of what they put by. Must these other persons put by more or less in consequence?
19. Is this fair?
20. Is is right of us to depend if we can help it on others’ savings or thrift?
21. Should we not always in plentiful years put by for less plentiful ones?
22. What do we call this?
23. Thrift, yes. Is thrift a duty?

GEORGE C. T. BARTLEY, DOMESTIC ECONOMY: THRIFT IN EVERY-DAY LIFE (A BOOK FOR TEACHERS), 1878

….

The whole secret of right thrift lies in the formula: Save wisely, so as to be able to spend judiciously in a time of need which will probably be greater than that of the present.

MARY WILLCOX BROWN, THE DEVELOPMENT OF THRIFT, 1899

Children Should Save

Teach your children early in life the value of thrift. This habit, if formed early, will never be outgrown. Parents should give them a start.

Open an account with us in the youngster’s name, give him the bank book and tell him what it is and what it means. Then encourage him to save his pennies. The results will surprise you. One dollar opens an account.

DO IT NOW.

AD, PENNSYLVANIA TRUST COMPANY, EARLY 1900S

….

Thrift is the art of saving a portion of every dollar earned.

J. S. KIRTLEY, “THRIFT,” HALF-HOUR TALKS ON CHARACTER BUILDING, 1910

….

    My fair, no beauty of thine will last

    Save in my love’s eternity.

    Thy smiles, that light thee fitfully,

    Are lost forever—their moment past—

    Except the few thou givest to me.

    Thy sweet words vanish day by day,

    As all breath of mortality;

    Thy laughter, done, must cease to be,

    And all thy dear tones pass away,

    Except the few that sing to me.

    Hide then within my heart, O hide

    All thou art loth should go from thee.

    Be kinder to thyself and me.

    My cupful from this river’s tide

    Shall never reach the long sad sea.

ALICE MEYNELL, “THE LOVER URGES THE BETTER THRIFT,” 1913

….

Money saved and put away safely in the bank is a worry-killer and a gloom-dispeller, while common-sense thrift, in the long run, brings greater happiness than extravagance ever can.

T. D. MACGREGOR, THE BOOK OF THRIFT: WHY AND HOW TO SAVE AND WHAT TO DO WITH YOUR SAVINGS, 1915

….

The book will be of great service in schools that are introducing thrift lessons and school savings as a permanent feature of school procedure, in accordance with the program of the National Savings Movement of the United States Treasury Department and the recommendation of the National Education Association.

REVIEW OF PENNIES AND PLANS, IN THE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL JOURNAL, 1920

….

Notice below that the state of Kentucky, in mandating this form of education in the public schools, keeps saying “thrift and industry”—never just “thrift”—as if they have concluded, as Keynes was soon publicly to conclude, that “thrift” and “industry” have become two separate things.

That there shall be taught in the public and high schools of the State a course of lessons to inculcate the habits of thrift and industry.

… It shall be the duty of every teacher in the State, paid entirely or in part by the State, to observe at least one fifteen-minute period each week to the teaching of thrift and industry and to keep placards on thrift and industry posted in the school room.

CHAPTER 21, LAWS OF KENTUCKY, 1920

….

    Little Bo-Peep has lost her sheep,

    And doesn’t know where to find them.

    That’s always the way with careless girls,

    Who think of only frippery, ribbons and curls.

    On a wave of thoughtlessness they drift,

    And know not the meaning of “save” or “thrift.”

THRIFT—AFTER MOTHER GOOSE, 1920

….

The buyer must cling to thrift ideals, and not buy if there is not specific necessity …

MARY SCHENK WOOLMAN, CLOTHING, 1920

Thrift means the state of thriving—that is, of prosperity, increase of wealth, and happiness. It has come to be applied particularly to saving money, because everyone has seen that this is one way to prosperity.

THREE BRITISH THRIFT LEADERS, LETTER TO THE TIMES, OCTOBER 31, 1933

….

Of course, it is rather difficult to preach thrift to some people in these days. They say, “What’s theuse? I have too many friends who scrimped and saved, denied themselves all pleasures so that they might have protection in their old age. And now their savings have been wiped out. They put something by for a rainy day, but when the rain came they found themselves as wet as those who had saved nothing.”

Now these people who lost their savings through no fault of their own are justified in complaining. They may have invested in insecure securities, because they had no positive way of knowing that the securities would become worthless. They may have been swindled. Or they may have been victims of an economic system that in some respects was none too sound.

But, even in their misfortune, they must not forget that it was not saving which was at fault. The thing to do is not to say that saving is wrong, but to help work out a sounder and fairer business and economic system.

If a man’s house burns down, he does not say, “It’s foolish to build a house.” He says, “We must build better houses, and we must find better ways of preventing and fighting fires.”

And it would be wrong to suppose that all our people have lost their savings. On the contrary, it has been savings which have carried thousands of people along until they could begin earning again. It has been savings which have enabled us to help others.

JAMES M. SPINNING, SUPERINTENDENT OF SCHOOLS OF ROCHESTER, NEW YORK, WRITING IN THE THRIFT ADVOCATE, JUNE 1934

….

Among the recollections of my childhood are those worthy old men and women, friends and neighbours of my parents, who, after perhaps fifty or sixty years of labour, had been compelled to take the dreaded journey “over the hill to the poorhouse.” No human institution was ever more hated and feared by free men than the English workhouse of sixty years ago was hated and feared by those proud peasants, and no one without personal knowledge of them, and without experience of the conditions under which they lived, can appreciate the stern thrift, born of fear and the pride of independence, with which a few coppers were preserved from each week’s scanty income for payments to the Friendly Society, the pig-club, or the savings bank. The aged and sick would forgo every comfort, cling despairingly to their damp and often derelict cottage, and pray that death would save them from the crowning indignity of the workhouse.

HENRY SNELL, MEN, MOVEMENTS AND MYSELF, 1936

….

Lee, who’s also been known to wash and reuse dental floss, hoped to make the point that, as the son of immigrants for whom “thrift was a way of life,” he wasn’t afraid of potential embarrassment over pinching pennies. “Cutting back on luxuries helps me focus on things that are important to me, enabling me to give more,” Lee says.

“ANDREW LEE ’07 NAMED TRUMAN SCHOLAR,” NEWS RELEASE, CLAREMONT MCKENNA COLLEGE, APRIL 10, 2006


5. Thrift as Hoarding
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E. BELFORT BAX was a well-known socialist leader in Victorian Britain. A committed Marxist, he detested capitalism and also, and as a result, detested thrift, even thrift in the form of producer and consumer cooperatives.

As I have said, co-operative experiments reflect what are, from a Socialistic point of view, the worst aspects of the current order. The trade co-operator canonises the bourgeois virtues, but Socialist vices, “over-work,” and “thrift.” To the Socialist, labour is an evil to be minimised to the utmost. The man who works at his trade or avocation more than necessity compels him, or who accumulates more than he can enjoy, is not a hero but a fool from the Socialist’s standpoint. It is this necessary work which it is the aim of Socialism to reduce to the minimum. Again, “thrift,” the hoarding up of the products of labour, it is obvious must be without rhyme or reason, except on a capitalist basis. For the only two purposes which commodities serve are consumption and exchange. Now except under peculiar circumstances (arctic expeditions and the like), it is certain they would not be “saved” to any considerable extent merely for the sake of future consumption. Hence the object of “thrift,” or hoarding, must lie in exchange. And, in short, it is the increment obtainable by commodities or realised labour-power when represented by exchange-value or money, that furnishes the only raison d’etre of “thrift.” The aim of the Socialist, therefore, which is the enjoyment of the products of labour as opposed to that of the bourgeois which is their mere accumulation with a view to “surplus-value” is radically at variance with “thrift.”

E. BELFORT BAX, “UNSCIENTIFIC SOCIALISM,” 1884

….

Leave aside for now whether Bax was right or wrong in taking such a dim view of cooperatives. (Personally I’m a fan of these thrift institutions.) Let’s simply focus for a moment on the fact that, for Bax, “thrift” means “hoarding.” Period. To him, that’s entirely what the word means.

Despite the best efforts of thrift advocates everywhere to make clear that thrift and hoarding, far from being same thing, and far from being even remotely related, are in fact very close to being opposites, many people over the centuries have insisted otherwise. Especially in the case of people who dislike and distrust thrift anyway, it is common enough, and it has gotten increasingly common since the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to hear that thrift basically means hoarding—being a miser, accumulating money for its own sake, being stingy and cheap, or scrimping and saving in ways that are unpleasant and ultimately futile (since we can’t take it with us when we die).

By this reckoning, old Scrooge, before the visits from Marley and the three ghosts, was presumably demonstrating “thrift” by virtue of his penurious self-denial, his harsh treatment of his clerk and nephew, Bob Cratchit, and his adamant refusal to help anyone in the town, for any reason, lest he part with one of his (many! hoarded!) coins. Thrifty old Mr. Scrooge!

It reminds me of a story a minister once told me. People would sometimes tell him with great conviction, “I don’t believe in God!” He would always reply: “Tell me more about this God you don’t believe in. I probably don’t believe in him, either!” Now, I’m a wide-eyed, self-confessed thrift enthusiast—but I intensely dislike, and certainly don’t believe in, the idea of hoarding.

I also dislike avarice. But in the following quotation, please note than none other than Max Weber, whose book on The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism stands as one of the most important and influential books of the twentieth century, explicitly defines Benjamin Franklin’s philosophy of thrift, which Weber also terms “the Protestant ethic,” as a “philosophy of avarice” in which the accumulation of wealth is understood as “an end in itself.” It is this precise quality, Weber says—this conception of thrift as avarice—which “interests us”—that is, which forms the core subject of his famous book.

The peculiarity of this philosophy of avarice [as exemplified by Franklin’s writings on thrift] appears to be the ideal of the honest man of recognized credit, and above all the idea of a duty of the individual toward the increase of his capital, which is assumed as an end in itself. Truly what is here preached is not simply a means of making one’s way in the world, but a peculiar ethic. The infraction of its rules is treated not as foolishness but as forgetfulness of duty. That is the essence of the matter. It is not mere business astuteness, that sort of thing is common enough, it is an ethos. This is the quality which interests us.

MAX WEBER, THE PROTESTANT ETHIC AND THE SPIRIT OF CAPITALISM, 1905

….

Today in the United States, if you were to convene a reasonable cross-section of prominent academics, and ask them what thrift is, many would reply “Who cares?” and more than a few would reply “Being cheap and stingy.” (Trust me—I tried this exercise!) So, the accusations of avarice, hoarding, and selfishness carry real weight. To a significant degree, they have stuck. They have effectively become some of the accepted meanings of the word. Part of the reason for taking this cluster of accusations seriously is to see if there is any truth in them. Are thrift advocates who so loudly deny them protesting too much?

Thrift, thrift, Horatio! the funeral baked meats Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HAMLET (I, 2), ABOUT 1600

    For as a thrifty wench scrapes kitching-stuffe,
 
    And barrelling the droppings, and the snuffe,
 
    Of wasting candles, which in thirty yeare
 
    (Relique-like kept) perchance buyes wedding geare;
 
    Peecemeale he gets lands, and spends as much time
 
    Wringing each Acre, as men pulling prime.

JOHN DONNE, “SATYRE 2,” 1590S

….

THRIFTY, an old miser.

A CHARACTER IN THOMAS OTWAY’S THE CHEATS OF SCAPIN, 1677

….

Two passions, both degenerate, for they both
Began in honour, gradually obtained
Rule over her, and vexed her daily life;
An urelenting, avaricious thrift;
And a strange thraldom of maternal love;
…she placed her trust
In ceaseless pains—and strictest parsimony
Which sternly hoarded all that could be spared,
From each day’s need, out of each day’s least gain.

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, “THE EXCURSION,” 1814

….

It may be said that the soil was originally purchased by the settlers; but who does not know the nature of Indian purchases, in the early periods of colonization? The Europeans always made thrifty bargains through their superior adroitness in traffic; and they gained vast accessions of territory by easily-provoked hostilities.

WASHINGTON IRVING, THE SKETCH BOOK, 1820

….

Why should money be hoarded when so many pockets were empty?…Thrift, if it meant the pushing against and elbowing of men, was a word not to be found in his vocabulary.

BEN BRIERLY, TALES AND SKETCHES OF LANCASHIRE LIFE, 1884

….

He [Sir William Temple] loved fame, but not with the love of an exalted and generous mind. He loved it as an end, not at all as a means; as a personal luxury, not at all as an instrument of advantage to others. He scraped it together and treasured it up with a timid and niggardly thrift; and never employed the hoard in any enterprise, however virtuous and useful, in which there was hazard of losing one particle.

THOMAS B. MACAULEY, ON SIR WILLIAM TEMPLE, 1838

….

    [bitterly]

    Ay! I have come to my inheritance.

    O bloody legacy! and O murderous dole!

    Which, like a thrifty miser, must I hoard

OSCAR WILDE, THE DUCHESS OF PADUA, 1883

Thrift is the watchword of Jewtown, as of its people the world over. It is at once its strength and its fatal weakness, its cardinal virtue and its foul disgrace. Become an over-mastering passion with these people who come here in droves from Eastern Europe to escape persecution, from which freedom could be bought only with gold, it has enslaved them in bondage worse than that from which they fled. Money is their God. Life itself is of little value compared with even the leanest bank account.

JACOB RIIS, HOW THE OTHER HALF LIVES, 1890

….

Long enough has selfish and greedy thrift dominated the councils of the Republic.

WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN, THE FIRST BATTLE: A STORY OF THE CAMPAIGN OF 1896, 1896

….

But the theatre did not often do so well; the people of the town were still too thrifty.

They were thrifty because they were the sons or grandsons of the “early settlers,” who had opened the wilderness and had reached it from the East and the South with wagons and axes and guns, but with no money at all. The pioneers were thrifty or they would have perished: they had to store away food for the winter, or goods to trade for food, and they often feared they had not stored enough—they left traces of that fear in their sons and grandsons. In the minds of most of these, indeed, their thrift was next to their religion: to save, even for the sake of saving, was their earliest lesson and discipline. No matter how prosperous they were, they could not spend money either upon “art,” or upon mere luxury and entertainment, without a sense of sin.

BOOTH TARKINGTON, THE MAGNIFICENT AMBERSONS, 1918

….

Mrs. Manson Mingott had long since succeeded in untying her husband’s fortune, and had lived in affluence for half a century; but memories of her early straits had made her excessively thrifty, and though, when she bought a dress or a piece of furniture, she took care that it should be of the best, she could not bring herself to spend much on the transient pleasures of the table. Therefore, for totally different reasons, her food was as poor as Mrs. Archer’s, and her wines did nothing to redeem it. Her relatives considered that the penury of her table discredited the Mingott name, which had always been associated with good living; but people continued to come to her in spite of the “made dishes” and flat champagne, and in reply to the remonstrances of her son Lovell (who tried to retrieve the family credit by having the best chef in New York) she used to say laughingly: “What’s the use of two good cooks in one family, now that I’ve married the girls and can’t eat sauces?”

EDITH WHARTON, THE AGE OF INNOCENCE, 1920
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Box Top, Crystal Clear Coin Bank

    No man of elder years than fifty

    Should be empowered with lands and gold,

    It turns them shrewd and over-thrifty,

    It makes them cruel and blind and cold.

ARTHUR D. FICKE, “YOUTH AND AGE,” 1929

….

    “So you came to the war to make money?” he said.
 
    “Aweel,” MacWyrglinchbeath said, “A wou’na be wastin’ ma time.”

WILLIAM FAULKNER, “THRIFT,” SATURDAY EVENING POST, SEPTEMBER 6, 1930

For instance, it appears that the 58 thriftiest people in the United States (laughter)—the 58 thriftiest people in the United States—and of course we are all in favor of thrift, the thriftier you are the nearer you will come to being included among the 58—in 1932 they were all so thrifty that although they had a million dollars income a year or more, they paid no tax whatever to the Federal Government on 37 percent of their net incomes.

… Furthermore, it turned up in the figures that one family in this country had 197 family trusts. They are a very thrifty family. Of course it is very easy to demonstrate that one of the primary purposes of these 197 family trusts in this one family was to reduce their taxes through the reduction and splitting up of income into a great many parts, thereby avoiding or greatly reducing the surtaxes. That family trust method, in the case of that one family, cost the Government of the United States a very large sum of money.

PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT, EXCERPTS FROM A PRESS CONFERENCE, JULY 31, 1935

….

Let’s permit my friends, the thrift enthusiasts, to have the last few words on this point.

So devotion is counterfaited by superstition, good thrift by niggardliness …

BISHOP JOSEPH HALL, MEDITATIONS AND VOWS, ABOUT 1608

….

I mistook her patience for simplicity, her kindness for wantoness, her thrift for covetousness, her obedience for flattery, her retir’d life for dull stupidity.

MARGARET CAVENDISH, PLAYES, 1662

….

Some economists may be selfish, but every spendthrift is.

LORD DERBY, LONDON, MARCH 12, 1880

….

Hoarding millions is avarice, not thrift.

ANDREW CARNEGIE, “THRIFT AS A DUTY,” 1900

As for the argument that the inculcation of thrift through school banks is destructive of generosity, experience has shown that it is quite the reverse…Generosity, like any other virtue, withers up, perishes from want of exercise. And who can practice it that has nothing to give?

AGNES LAMBERT, “THRIFT AMONG THE CHILDREN,” 1886

….

Her thrift was not for hoarding, but for using.

GAIL HAMILTON, IN 1886 DESCRIBING ZILPAH P. GRANT, AN AMERICAN EDUCATOR WHO IN 1828 FOUNDED THE IPSWICH FEMALE SEMINARY, ONE OF THE FIRST MAJOR U.S. EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS FOR WOMEN

….

… a wise and elegant thrift—nothing wasted, nothing wanted …

A DESCRIPTION IN 1885 OF ZILPAH P. GRANT, BY HER BIOGRAPHER

….

Whatever thrift is, it is not avarice…avarice is not generous; and, after all, it is the thrifty people who are generous.

LORD ROSEBERY, ADDRESS TO THE ANNUAL MEETING OF THE EDINBURGH SAVINGS BANK, DECEMBER 28, 1908

Figure out the cost to the average smoker or the moderate drinker for a period of ten years, computing interest on the investment at the market rate. Is saving this expense to be looked upon as stinginess or as praiseworthy thrift?

Does a good living and prosperity come oftener from high wages or from a habit of saving? Distinguish carefully between stinginess and thrift.

What is the difference between a generous man and a spendthrift? Which does the most harm to the community, a stingy man or a spendthrift?

Is the conceited or self-centered man more likely to be stingy or a spendthrift? Is he likely to be a generous man?

YMCA, LIFE QUESTIONS OF SCHOOL BOYS, 1916

….

… it should be perfectly clear that thrift does not mean the hoarding of money. To hoard money is one of the most thriftless things one can do with it. The miser of romance…was, in the strictest possible sense, a thriftless consumer of wealth …

Thrift, no less than extravagance, consists in using money; that is, spending it. The sole difference is the purpose or purposes for which it is spent. To spend money for immediate and temporary gratification is extravagance; to spend it for things which add to one’s power, mental, physical, moral, or economic, is thrift.

THE ECONOMIST THOMAS NIXON CARVER, “THE RELATIONSHIP OF THRIFT TO NATION BUILDING,” 1921

….

The word thrift has too generally been associated with stinginess, meanness, parsimony, when its true significance is the elimination of waste.

CALIFORNIA BUILDING-LOAN LEAGUE, 1922

….

Thrift by derivation means thriving; and the miser is the man who does not thrive. The whole meaning of thrift is making the most of everything; and the miser does not make anything of anything.

G. K. CHESTERTON, AS I WAS SAYING, 1936


6. What Thrift Is

[image: ]

CAN THRIFT BE DEFINED? Notwithstanding the various historical shifts and the many and often conflicting usages, does there remain an underlying conceptual core, a set of enduring principles and an ethically coherent way of seeing the world that can legitimately, as if in a dictionary, be called “thrift”? Many learned people will tell you that the answer is no. I disagree. So let me briefly say what I think thrift is, and then to support my definition, let me present to you some formulations from others who (mostly) have thought carefully about thrift, who believe that thrift is a good thing, and who, like me, believe that they know what thrift is.

Thrift is a particular way of seeing the world—a set of principles and ethical guidelines intended to orient us toward certain goals. Thrift concerns not only the material world—the world of material goods and the money to buy them—but also the natural, spiritual, and aesthetic worlds.

Put most simply, thrift is the moral discipline of wisest use. The root of “thrift” is “thrive.” Thrift says: Use all that you have in the wisest way, to promote thriving.

To understand thrift’s scope, think in terms of “three.” Specifically, three groups of three.

Substantively, thrift is made up of three traits or norms: industry, frugality, and trusteeship. These are its pillars, its overarching principles.

INDUSTRY: hard work; the great value and necessity of persistent, diligent, careful, productive labor. (A thrift maxim: the reward for good work is more work.)

FRUGALITY: being sparing as regards using or spending for myself; the worth of conserving and reusing; and the importance of eliminating waste and avoiding extravagance.

TRUSTEESHIP: what is mine, I hold in trust; my wealth (my thrift) is ultimately for the purpose of helping others and contributing to the common good.

Operationally, thrift comes in three main forms, corresponding to three life domains: individual and household, commercial, and public.

INDIVIDUAL AND HOUSEHOLD THRIFT is close to home and largely private; it is reflected mainly in individual character traits and in household norms and practices. Examples of such thrift include mending torn clothing, recycling waste products, and allocating a fixed proportion of personal or household earnings to savings.

COMMERCIAL THRIFT concerns the operation of businesses and the production side of the marketplace. Examples of this form of thrift include changing the workplace to reduce waste or increase quality, forming a food co-op, or making sure that you have a deserved reputation for honest dealing.

PUBLIC THRIFT is, well, public—it involves collective decision-making and social and public institutions aimed at thrift. Examples of this form of thrift include building a public library, mobilizing for sacrifice in times of war or national emergency, or instituting reforms or passing laws to promote conservation.

Finally, thrift contains within it three main beliefs or assumptions about the human person.

The first is that PRODUCTIVE WORK IS GOOD. A thrifty person is anything but passive or idle. (One of the Scandinavian roots of the word means “to seize.”) Thrift openly embraces material prosperity, in the sense that thrift strongly values productivity and fruitfulness stemming from steady and good work. Thrift grows things. Where one blade of grass is now growing, thrift works to make two grow. Then three.

The second is that WHAT WE HAVE IS NOT OURS. The Christian doctrine of stewardship teaches us that everything we have, including our own lives, is a gift from God, and must be used for his purposes, not ours alone. Thrift secularizes this powerful idea, urging us to view ourselves not as owners, but as trustees, who are obliged (entrusted) to use what we have not for ourselves alone, but for the common good and to help those in need.

The third is that GIVING PEOPLE THINGS IS NOT AS GOOD AS HELPING THEM TO HELP THEMSELVES. Typically, thrift is deeply suspicious of handouts, or acts of charity that require little or nothing from the recipient. From top to bottom, thrift is a virtue tailor-made by, and for, those who want to lift themselves up, and for those who want to help others to do the same.

Thinges thriftie, that teacheth the thriving to thrive.

THOMAS TUSSER, A HUNDRED POYNTES OF GOOD HUSBANDRY, 1557

….

This fatherly advise may be my all-time favorite thrift saying:

Wisedome is great wealth. Sparing, is good getting. Thrift consisteth not in golde, but grace.

… those that give themselves to be bookish, are oftentimes so blockish, that they forget thrift: Whereby the olde Saw is verified, that the greatest Clearkes are not the wisest men, who digge still at the roote, while others gather the fruite …

… The stipende that is allowed to maintaine thee use wisely, be neither prodigall to spende all, nor covetous to keepe all, cut thy coat according to thy cloth, and thinke it better to bee accompted thriftie among the wise, then a good companion among the riotous.

… Be thriftie and warie in thy expences, for in olde time, they were as soone condemned by law that spent their wives dowry prodigally, as they that divorced them wrongfully.

… Now thou art come to that honourable estate, forget all thy former follyes, and debate with thy selfe, that here-to-fore thou diddest but goe about the world, and that nowe, thou art come into it, that Love did once make thee to folow ryot, that it muste now enforce thee to pursue thrifte, that then there was no pleasure to bee compared to the courting of Ladyes, that now there can be no delight greater then to have a wife.

… Thus hast thou if thou canst use it, the whole wealth of the world: and he that can not follow good counsel, never can get commoditie. I leave thee more, then thy father left me: For he dying, gave me great wealth, without care how I might keepe it: and I give thee good counsell, with all meanes how to get riches. And no doubt, what so is gotten with witte, will bee kept with warinesse, and encreased with Wisedome.

JOHN LYLY, EUPHUES AND HIS ENGLAND, 1580

….

Thy heart’s thirst is satisfied with thy hand’s thrift.

JOHN LYLY, SAPHO AND PHAO (I, 1), 1584

   Some mouth’d like greedy oystriges; some faste

   Like loathly toades; some fashioned in the waste

   Like swine: for so deformd is Luxury,

   Surfeat, Misdiet, and unthriftie Waste,

   Vaine Feastes, and ydle Superfluity:

   All those this Sences Fort assayle incessantly.

EDMUND SPENCER, THE FAERIE QUEENE, 1596

….

    Many men marvell Lynus does not thrive,

    That hath more trades than any man alive;

    As first a broker, then a petty-fogger,

    A traveller, a gamester, and a cogger,1

    A coyner, a promoter, and a bawd,

    
A spie, a practiser in every fraud;

    And missing thrift by these lewd trades and sinister,

    He takes the best, yet proves the worst, a minister.

HARRINGTON’S EPIGRAMS, 1633

….

    Why walkes Nick Flimsey like a Male-content?

    Is it because his money is all spent?

    No, but because the Ding-thrift2 now is poore,

    And knowes not where i’th world to borrow more.

ROBERT HERRICK, “UPON FLIMSEY,” 1648

….

Necessary frugality or sparing is an act of fidelity, obedience, and gratitude, by which we use all our estates so faithfully for the chief Owner, so obediently to our chief Ruler, and so gratefully to our chief Benefactor, as that we waste it not any other way.

[Answering the question, How do we know when our expenditure is excessive?]…it is excess when any thing is that way expended, which you are called to expend another way.

THE PURITAN DIVINE RICHARD BAXTER (1615–91), DIRECTIONS ABOUT PRODIGALITY AND SINFUL WASTE

….

… carefulness, that handmaiden of generosity …

“SIR ROGER DE COVERLEY,” IN THE SPECTATOR, ABOUT 1711

….

… the man of thrift shows regularity in every thing.

“HEZEKIAH THRIFT,” IN THE SPECTATOR, OCTOBER 14, 1712

….

But when a man is diligent and frugal, in order to have it in his power to do good; when he is more industrious, or more sparing perhaps than his circumstances necessarily require, that he may have to give to him that needeth; when he labours in order to support the weak; such care of his affairs is itself charity, and the actual beneficence which it enables him to practice is additional charity.

REV. JOSEPH BUTLER, SERMON DELIVERED MARCH 31, 1748

But in another instance the Roman law goes much beyond the English. For, if a man by notorious prodigality was in danger of wasting his estate, he was looked upon as non compos and committed to the care of curators or tutors by the praetor. But with us, when a man on an inquest of idiocy hath been returned an unthrift and not an idiot, no further proceedings have been had.

WILLIAM BLACKSTONE, COMMENTARIES ON THE LAWS, 1765

….

    To catch Dame Fortune’s golden smile,

     Assiduous wait upon her;

     And gather gear by ev’ry wile,

     That’s justify’d by Honor:

     Not for to hide it in a hedge,

     Nor for a train-attendant;

     But for the glorious privilege

     Of being independent.

ROBERT BURNS, “EPISTLE TO A YOUNG FRIEND,” MAY 1786

….

Be assured that it gives much more pain to the mind to be in debt, than to do without any article whatever which we may seem to want.

THOMAS JEFFERSON, LETTER TO HIS DAUGHTER MARTHA, JUNE 14, 1787
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Raw Haste, half-sister to Delay.

ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON, “LOVE THOU THY LAND, WITH LOVE FAR-BOUGHT,” 1833

….

On the whole, a man must not complain of his “element,” of his “time,” or the like; it is thriftless work doing so.

THOMAS CARLYLE, “THE HERO AS A MAN OF LETTERS,” 1840

….

    And looks the whole world in the face,

    For he owes not any man.

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, “THE VILLAGE BLACKSMITH,” 1840

By diligence and self-command, let him put the bread he eats at his own disposal, that he may not stand in bitter and false relations to other men; for the best good of wealth is freedom. Let him practice the minor virtues.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON, “PRUDENCE,” 1841

….

    Things are in the saddle,

    And ride mankind.

EMERSON, “ODE, INSCRIBED TO WILLIAM H. CHANNING,” 1846

….

The true thrift is always to spend on the higher plane; to invest and invest, with keener avarice, that he may spend in spiritual creation, and not in augmenting animal existence.

EMERSON, THE CONDUCT OF LIFE, 1860

The virtues are economists.

EMERSON, THE CONDUCT OF LIFE

….

Waste is worse than loss.

THOMAS A. EDISON, 1847

….

Your request for eighty dollars, I do not think it best to comply with now. At the various times when I have helped you a little, you have said to me, “We can get along very well now,” but in a very short time I find you in the same difficulty again. Now this can only happen by some defect in your conduct. What that defect is, I think I know. You are not lazy, and still you are an idler. I doubt whether since I saw you, you have done a good whole day’s work, in any one day. You do not very much dislike to work, and still you do not work much, merely because it does not seem to you that you could get much for it.

This habit of uselessly wasting time, is the whole difficulty; it is vastly important to you, and still more so to your children, that you should break this habit. It is more important to them, because they have longer to live, and can keep out of an idle habit before they are in it, easier than they can get out after they are in.

You are now in need of some ready money; and what I propose is, that you shall go to work, “tooth and nail,” for somebody who will give you money for it.

Let father and your boys take charge of your things at home—prepare for a crop, and make the crop, and you go to work for the best money wages, or in discharge of any debt you owe, that you can get. And to secure you a fair reward for your labor, I now promise you that for every dollar you will, between this and the first of May, get for your own labor either in money or in your indebtedness, I will then give you one other dollar …

Now if you will do this, you will soon be out of debt, and what is better, you will have a habit that will keep you from getting in debt again. But if I should now clear you out, next year you will be just as deep in as ever…You have always been kind to me, and I do not now mean to be unkind to you. On the contrary, if you will but follow my advice, you will find it worth more than eight times eighty dollars to you.

ABRAHAM LINCOLN, LETTER TO HIS STEPBROTHER JOHN D. JOHNSTON, DECEMBER 24, 1848

….

To the New England mind, roads, schools, clothes, and a clean face were connected as a part of the law of order or divine system. Bad roads meant bad morals. The moral of this Virginia road was clear, and the boy learned it fully.

HENRY ADAMS, THE EDUCATION OF HENRY ADAMS, RECALLING HIS FIRST TRIP TO THE U.S. SOUTH IN 1850

….

He looked like a man who had never cringed and never had had a creditor.

HERMAN MELVILLE, MOBY-DICK, 1851

….

A man who saves from principle is likely to be the man who gives from principle.

REV. DR. DAVID KING, AT A MEETING ORGANIZED BY THE GLASGOW SAVINGS BANK, GLASGOW CITY HALL, FEBRUARY 10, 1852

….

Pick up that pin—let that account be correct to a farthing—find out what that ribbon costs before you say “you will take it”—pay that half dime your friend handed you to make change with—in a word, be economical, be accurate, know what you are doing—be honest and then be generous; for all you have or acquire thus belongs to you by every rule of right, and you may put it to any good use if you acquire it justly and honestly, for you have a foundation, a back ground which will always keep you above the waves of evil. It is not parsimonious to be economical. It is not selfish to be correct in your dealings. It is not small to know the price of articles you are about to purchase, or remember the little debt you owe.

FREEMAN HUNT, WORTH AND WEALTH, 1856

….

Now, we have warped the word “economy” in our English language into a meaning which it has no business whatever to bear. In our use of it, it constantly signifies merely sparing or saving; economy of money means saving money—economy of time, sparing time, and so on. But that is a wholly barbarous use of the word…Economy no more means saving money than it means spending money. It means, the administration of a house; its stewardship; spending or saving, that is, whether money or time, or anything else, to the best possible advantage.

JOHN RUSKIN, LECTURE ON “THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF ART,” DELIVERED JULY 10, 1857

….

Believe me when I tell you that the thrift of time will pay you in after life with an usury of profit beyond your most sanguine dreams, and that the waste of it will make you dwindle, alike in intellectual and in moral stature, beneath your darkest reckonings.

WILLIAM E. GLADSTONE, RECTORIAL ADDRESS, UNIVERSITY OF EDINBURGH, APRIL 1860

Gladstone’s love of order and hatred of waste were most marked in money matters, national and private. His own sons, sent to Eton, had only 10s. each, increased by 1s. every half, but Mrs. Gladstone, who had not the same love of method, saw that they did not run short. Hand in hand with Gladstone’s keen thrift went a boundless generosity. Between 1831 and 1898 he gave away 83,000 pounds to charity and religion and set apart 30,000 pounds for the founding of St. Deiniol’s Library at Hawarden …

“GLADSTONE’S THRIFT AND GENEROSITY,” THE TIMES, JUNE 27, 1936

….

There was no man so careful and thrifty in his expenditure, combined with great generosity and liberality. But no man ever saw that great man at work could believe that it was anything but a sin to waste anything, especially time.

LORD ROSEBERY, DESCRIBING WILLIAM GLADSTONE

….

In 1895, when he was eighty-five years old and donating his some 32,000 books to nearby St. Deiniol’s Library, which he had founded, Gladstone, no fan of extravagant spending and unafraid of hard work, reportedly took the books to the new library himself, using his wheelbarrow to transport them. We will hear a bit more from and about this great thrift advocate in part three, when we look at Charles Sikes and the passage of the Post Office Savings Bank Act of 1861.

… that thrift, which makes graceful use of common things.

THE GARDENER’S MONTHLY AND HORTICULTURALIST, MAY 1877

….

Spend upward, that is, for the higher faculties. Spend for the mind rather than the body; for culture rather than amusement. The very secret and essence of thrift consists of getting things into higher values…The night supper, the ball, the drink, the billiard table, the minstrels,—enough calls of this sort there are, and in no wise modest in their demands, but they issue from below you. Go buy a book instead, or journey abroad, or bestow a gift. I have not urged thrift upon you for its own sake, nor merely that you may be kept from poverty, nor even for the ease it brings, but because it lies near to all the virtues, and antagonizes all the vices. It is the conserving and protecting virtue. It makes soil and atmosphere for all healthy growths. It favors a full manhood. It works against the very faults it seems to invite, and becomes the reason and inspiration of generosity.

REV. THEODORE T. MUNGER, ON THE THRESHOLD, 1881

    Upheld by truth and thrift, and gained by pluck

    Too shrewd to lean on patronage and luck.

“PLAIN WORDS TO YOUNG MEN,” 1883

….

There is a close relationship between generosity and thrift.

“AN OLD BOY,” NOTES FOR BOYS, 1885

….

So that the conclusion is this: that thrift is a virtue and generosity is a virtue, but selfishness may enter into thrift and generosity and spoil them both.

MISSION SOCIETY, METHODIST EPISCOPAL CHURCH, 1900

….

The penny savings began to be received in 1889. Two years later the stamp saving system was introduced. The first “Thrift Society” was the Co-operative Coal Club founded in 1903…In 1905 a sick benefit society was started in connection with the above and has been very successful under the name of the Rainy Day Society…One of our [supporters] has taken savings in schools under her wing by paying the Starr Center a sum sufficient for the salary of a person to collect daily small sums from the children in the schools of the Seventh Ward.

ACTIVITIES OF THE STARR CENTER, 725-727-729 LOMBARD STREET, PHILADELPHIA, FOUNDED 1894

To promote right living, thrift, and happiness, by means of instruction in useful knowledge, industrial training, wholesome recreation and friendly visits.

MISSION STATEMENT OF THE CHEERFUL HOME SETTLEMENT, 421 JERSEY STREET, QUINCY, ILLINOIS, FOUNDED FEBRUARY 1903

….

To inspire higher ideals of manhood and womanhood, to purify the social condition, and to encourage thrift and neighborhood pride, and good citizenship.

MISSION STATEMENT OF THE EMANUEL SETTLEMENT, 2732 ARMOUR AVENUE, CHICAGO, FOUNDED 1908

….

Thrift means making the best of every thing; life, our faculties, the world in its entirety, made the most of; and above all other habits, it gives bone and sinew to the moral character, and enables it to resist the temptations of life.

JAMES PLATT, “THRIFT,” 1889

….

This, then, is held to be the duty of the man of wealth: To set an example of modest, unostentatious living, shunning display or extravagance; to provide moderately for the legitimate wants of those dependent upon him; and, after doing so, to consider all surplus revenues which come to him simply as trust funds, which he is called upon to administer, and strictly bound as a matter of duty to administer in the manner which, in his judgement, is best calculated to produce the most beneficial results for the community—the man of wealth thus becoming the mere trustee and agent for his poorer brethren, bringing to their service his superior wisdom, experience, and ability to administer, doing for them better than they would or could do for themselves.

ANDREW CARNEGIE, “THE GOSPEL OF WEALTH,” 1889
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From a purely economic point of view a saving in the worker’s income due to superior housewifery is equivalent to an increase in his earnings; but morally, the superior thrift is, of course, immensely more important.

HORACE PLUNKETT, IRELAND IN THE NEW CENTURY, 1904

….

The spirit of thrift is opposed to waste on the one hand and to recklessness on the other. It does not involve stinginess, which is an abuse of thrift, nor does it require that each item of savings should be a financial investment; the money that is spent on the education of one’s self or of one’s family, in travel, in music, in art, or in helpfulness to others, if it brings real returns in personal development or in a better inderstanding of the world we live in, is in accordance with the spirit of thrift.

CHANCELLOR DAVID STARR JORDAN OF STANFORD UNIVERSITY, SPEECH AT THE INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS FOR THRIFT, HELD IN CONJUNCTION WITH THE PANAMA-PACIFIC EXPOSITION IN SAN FRANCISCO, AUGUST 1915

….

9. A SCOUT IS THRIFTY

He does not wantonly destroy property. He works faithfully, wastes nothing, and makes the best of his opportunities. He saves his money so that he may pay his own way, be generous to those in need, and helpful to worthy objects. He may work for pay, but must not receive tips for courtesies or “Good Turns.”

THE NINTH SCOUT LAW, BOY SCOUT HANDBOOK, 1916

To earn what you can; spend what you must; give what you should, and save the rest—this is thrift.

J. O. ENGLEMAN, MORAL EDUCATION IN SCHOOL AND HOME, 1918

….

Happy Jack shook his head. “Peter,” said he, “you haven’t yet learned the meaning of the word thrift. Sammy Jay told me all about that pile of clover. He told me how it had spoiled because it wasn’t properly taken care of. Doing useless things, no matter how hard you work, is waste of time and not thrift. And allowing a lot of good food to spoil is the very worst kind of thriftlessness. The trouble with you, Peter, is that you didn’t begin young enough to learn how to be thrifty. Now you are too old to learn, I guess. It’s too bad, Peter; it’s too bad. There is nothing like learning thrift when you are young. It will help you all your life.



    “Oh shiftless, thriftless, heedless Peter,

    A pity ’tis you are not neater,

    For thrift and neatness go together,

    Though bright or stormy be the weather.



But we love you just the same, Peter, and we’re sorry you can’t join our club” concluded Happy Jack.

HAPPY JACK’S THRIFT CLUB, PAMPHLET FOR CHILDREN, 1918

What is Thrift? The prudent man looks ahead and gets ready. The frugal man lives carefully and saves persistently. The economical man spends judiciously, buys wisely, and wastes nothing. The industrious man works hard. The miser hoards. But the man of thrift spends wisely, plans carefully, manages economically, and saves consistently. Thrift should be all of prudence, economy, frugality, industry—and more. Thrift is conservation. Thrift is discrimination. Thrift is self-discipline, self-control, self-respect. Thrift is a foundation stone of character—individual and national. Thrift is practical patriotism.

“MATERIAL FOR A THRIFT TALK,” U.S. TREASURY DEPARTMENT, 1918

….

Thrift is making the best of what one has in strength, time, or money; getting one hundred percent in one’s relations with life. Thrift is an appreciation and application of the accumulative force of little things. Thrift is a constructive force; waste is its destructive opposite. Sometimes thrift is saving, going without; sometimes thrift is spending—“there is a scattering that increaseth”—but always it is something for something. Thrift is the base on which success of every kind is built, for either thrift or waste is used in everything.

DORA MORELL HUGHES, THRIFT IN THE HOUSEHOLD, 1918

Summed up: Thrift is a composite virtue. It includes economy, self-denial, and savings; but it is no relative of niggardliness or meanness…Any virtue that is carried to extremes becomes undesirable and no longer a virtue. The thrift that does not make a man charitable sours into avarice. Thrift means better homes, better citizens, more comforts, more enjoyments, little waste, little anxiety—peace. Out of it grows energy, steady courage, opportunity, independence, self-respect, aimfulness in life—manhood. It is the one material habit that has no shady side.

M. W. HARRISON, “DO YOU KNOW WHAT THRIFT IS?” (SCHOOL TEXTBOOK), 1919

….

When I came to the United States as a lad of six, the most needful lesson for me, as a boy, was the necessity for thrift. I had been taught in my home across the sea that thrift was one of the fundamentals in a successful life. My family had come from a land (the Netherlands) noted for its thrift; but we had been in the United States only few days before the realization came home strongly to my father and mother that they had brought their children to a land of waste.

Where the Dutchman saved, the American wasted. There was waste, the most prodigal waste, on every hand. In every street-car and on every ferry-boat the floors and seats were littered with newspapers that had been read and thrown away or left behind …

At school I learned quickly that to “save money” was to be “stingy”; as a young man, I soon found that the American disliked the word “economy,” and on every hand as plenty grew spending grew. There was literally nothing in American life to teach me thrift or economy; everything to teach me to spend and waste.

THE AMERICANIZATION OF EDWARD BOK, 1920

….

    Old Uncle Thrift said:

     “We will be a thrifty nation,

     When we all learn conservation.”

THE TREASURE TWINS (CHILDREN’S BOOK), 1923

….

We decided that the best definition of thrift for our purposes, indeed a good definition to bear in mind all the while, is that thrift is wise spending. If you spend your time and your strength and your money wisely, you will be thrifty.

HELEN ATWATER, AMERICAN HOME ECONOMICS ASSOCIATION, 1924

….

We have worked out a thrift chart. This chart is marked and checked each day by the child. She must keep it for three months and then send it to National headquarters, and if it complies with all the requirements she is given an honor card. After having kept the chart for three months it will not be very easy for her to break the habits which she has formed and practiced conscientiously during that period.

MISS E. A. SHELTON, CAMP FIRE GIRLS, 1924

….

They must recognize the obligation of citizenship to see that the public resources of the country, on which depend the possibility of private thrift, of individual thrift, are protected through the practice of public thrift; that is, the conservation of our natural resources.

HERBERT A. SMITH, U.S. FOREST SERVICE, 1924

….

The Persistent Peddler had an argument for the use of everything. Fairy Thrift peeped in the window and called merrily,

“Says Fairy Thrift, ‘I hope you’ll agree
    Not to purchase everything you see.’”

LAURA ROUNDTREE SMITH, NAN AND ANN IN THRIFT TOWN (CHILDREN’S BOOK), 1925

….

We believe in the Habit of Thrift because:


	It is the foundation of a strong character in that it builds up self-denial, will power, and self-confidence.

	It promotes the growth of individual industry and responsibility.

	It calls for intelligence in spending and results in scientific management of one’s personal affairs.

	It develops forethought and removes one of the greatest causes for worry.

	It establishes for the thrifty person a reputation for intelligence, diligence, and dependability.

	It puts one in line for the best positions.

	It enables one to seize business opportunity when it comes.

	It secures great and better planned pleasures.

	It makes one a benefactor to society, not a beneficiary.

	It assures national stability, prosperity, and happiness.



THRIFT CREED ADOPTED BY ROOSEVELT HIGH SCHOOL IN SEATTLE, 1920S

….

    Luxury, Extravagance, Lolly Popp, Candy Barr, Chewing Gumm, and Movie Madd Villains waylaying a child on his way to the savings bank.

FROM A PLAY PERFORMED IN THE LOS ANGELES PUBLIC SCHOOLS, 1920S

….

Thrift is a word of broader meaning than saving. It denotes a higher and more intelligent use of accumulations, than merely saving them.

HENRY S. ROSENTHAL, CYCLOPEDIA OF BUILDING, LOAN AND SAVING ASSOCIATIONS, 1927

[image: ]

Work, earn, make a budget, record expenditures, have a bank account, carry life insurance, own your home, make a will, invest in safe securities, pay bills promptly, and share with others.

“FINANCIAL CREED” RECOMMENDED BY THE NATIONAL THRIFT COMMITTEE OF THE YMCA, 1928

….

… wise spending, careful saving, and generous sharing.

THE DEFINITION OF “THRIFT” PROPOSED FOR NATIONAL THRIFT WEEK, 1931

….

Thrift…is more than the mere practice of saving money: it implies rather a denunciation of every form of waste, not only of money, but of time, energy, talents, and other assets of mankind.

“WORLD THRIFT DAY,” THE TIMES (LONDON), OCTOBER 26, 1938

….

How does, or should, the rise in the twentieth century of mass consumer spending—what the economist John Kenneth Galbraith in 1958 called “the affluent society”—affect the ideals of thrift? Many of today’s prominent academics will tell you with barely disguised pleasure that mass consumer spending, with its installment-plan and credit-card buying and its nonstop, buy-it-now advertising, means the end of thrift as a persuasive public value. But the great credit union leader Roy F. Bergengren—possibly the most important U.S. thrift organizer of the twentieth century—believed otherwise. Rather than abandon thrift, or smugly write it off, Bergengren worked long and carefully from the 1920s to the 1950s, in both his writing and his organizing, to explore and deepen its meaning.

Bergengren’s life goal was to advance economic democracy—his 1952 book about his career is entitled Crusade: The Fight for Economic Democracy—by building a vibrant credit union movement in the U.S. that would, in his words, “democratize the control of credit.” To him, and to his colleagues in the movement, this goal is intimately linked to thrift.

A credit union cannot become a successful credit agency until it has first attracted the savings of its members. It obviously cannot invest its accumulated saving until it has some accumulated savings. The credit union is, therefore, first a thrift plan which offers to its members machinery which, properly used, makes systematic saving easily possible.

… the credit union seeks to promote thrift in the modern and better acceptance of the word…Thrift—What Is It?

The word is variously defined as “a thriving condition, prosperity, success, good fortune.” It is also defined as “savings, hoarded wealth.” With some parts of this definition we can agree, even in a book which has to do with the credit union in the year 1940. Other parts of the definition are obsolete viewed from the 1940 angle.

… We can no longer think of thrift in terms of abstinence from buying; that sort of thrift makes for industrial suicide.

Further, when we think in terms of thrift, we must think also in terms of life. In a too earnest effort to provide for the rainy day, we must not drive all the sunshine out of our every day. It is possible to plan so carefully for old age as to take all the joy out of living. Again take a modern device, the electric washing machine. I recall no poet that was ever inspired to write an ode to the scrubbing board …

So, when we think of thrift we are thinking also of life; we are thinking of average human happiness, and we are thinking of the work without which we cannot earn our daily bread.

As soon as we give thought to thrift in these terms, we realize that any plan of distributing goods which does not take into account the capacity of individuals to absorb goods, and which sells him the goods on any wasteful plan of installment credit our usurious loans must be eliminated. There must be sanity in purchasing; there must be equal sanity in financing.

ROY F. BERGENGREN, CREDIT UNION NORTH AMERICA, 1940

….

One of the most important divergences [between the college-bound boys and the boys who are members of street gangs in a poor Italian neighborhood in Boston] arises in matters involving the expenditure of money. The college boys fit in with an economy of savings and investment. The corner boys fit in with a spending economy. The college boy must save his money in order to finance his education and launch his business or professional career. He therefore cultivates the middle-class virtue of thrift. In order to participate in group activities, the corner boy must share his money with others. If he has money and his friend does not, he is expected to do the spending for both of them. It is possible to be thrifty and still be a corner boy, but it is not possible to be thrifty and yet hold a high position in the corner gang.

WILLLIAM FOOTE WHYTE, STREET CORNER SOCIETY, 1943

….

It has been one my deep regrets that Daddy hasn’t lived long enough to learn that we wanted to take care of this, or that we couldn’t pay it to him when he so badly needed it…I know that you and he both wrote it off long ago, but we haven’t forgotten and so for his dear sake and yours we want to begin sending you a little check of $5 a month (which is all too small) which would be nice for you to use in any way you choose for your own little personal expenses. We want you to count on this each month unless or until we should find ourselves in financial difficulties again which we don’t expect or anticipate, we hope, for many years to come, if ever.

We won’t look back with regret & wish we had done differently but we can look forward & do what we can.

EVA CARRIGEN OF CASPER, WYOMING, LETTER TO HER MOTHER, 1944

How would you like to drive an automobile which had only one wheel? You would not get very far with it, would you? Yet there are many people who seem to think that they can drive their “Thrift” automobile on only one wheel—“Saving.” You and I know that they will not drive very far nor very happily without the other three wheels—“Spending,” “Investing,” and “Giving.”

HARRY C. MCKOWN, ADVENTURES IN THRIFT (A BOOK FOR TEENAGERS), 1946

….

Real thrift is not limited to saving money, which is only the most visible form of this vast concept. To take care of the goods diligently, to save time, to work properly, these are all included in the true concept of thrift, which means the formation of character, habits, and the view of life.

ADVERTISEMENT FROM FINLAND’S CENTRAL ASSOCIATION OF COOPERATIVE BANKS, 1950

….

We are going to put “thrift” back in the dictionary.

PRESIDENT LYNDON JOHNSON, SPEECH, 1964

….

Talk economy and then spend away.

PRESIDENT LYNDON JOHNSON, PRIVATELY INSTRUCTING HIS STAFF ON LEGISLATIVE AND POLITICAL STRATEGY, 1964

The future orientation of the middle-class person presumes, among other things, a surplus of resources to be invested in the future and a belief that the future will be sufficiently stable both to justify his investment (money in a bank, time and effort in a job, investment of himself in marriage and family, etc.) and to permit the consumption of his investment at a time, place and manner of his own choosing and to his greater satisfaction. But the streetcorner man lives in a sea of want. He does not, as a rule, have a surplus of resources, either economic or psychological. Gratification of hunger and the desire for simple creature comforts cannot be long deferred. Neither can support for one’s flagging self-esteem. Living on the edge of both economic and psychological subsistence, the streetcorner man is obliged to spend all his resources on maintaining himself from moment to moment.

ELLIOT LIEBOW, TALLY’S CORNER, 1967

….

…the science of ecology tells us pragmatically that we cannot continue to waste, and the ethics of our Judeo-Christian tradition tell us that we should not.

…in its [a less wasteful life-style’s] emphasis on simplicity, self-reliance and thrift may well lie the key to our survival.

LAURANCE S. ROCKEFELLER, “THE CASE FOR A SIMPLER LIFE-STYLE,” 1976

I’ve never borrowed a significant amount of money in my life. Never. Never will. I’ve got no interest in it. The other reason is I never thought I would be way happier when I had 2X instead of X.

WARREN E. BUFFETT, THE CHAIRMAN OF BERKSHIRE HATHAWAY INC. AND ONE OF THE WORLD’S WEALTHIEST MEN, 1991

….

Where did Donald Trump go wrong? The big problem with Donald Trump was he never went right…I would suggest that the big successes I’ve met had a fair amount of Ben Franklin in them. And Donald Trump did not.

WARREN BUFFETT, 1991

….

Warren Buffett’s 2001 Lincoln Town Car was sold for $73,200 at a charity auction…The deal includes the car’s “THRIFTY” license plate …

NEW YORK TIMES, SEPTEMBER 23, 2006

….

Whatcha gonna do when the meat gives out, sugar babe?

NORMAN BLAKE, “CHATTANOOGA SUGAR BABE,” 1998

Thrift is a universal virtue. Nations must cultivate it. (Only the USA seems to be averse to it.)

THE TRIBUNE, INDIA, MARCH 26, 1999

….

Genuine thrift is rooted in the philosophical understanding that life is a gift to be explored and enjoyed…It is hard for me to imagine a greater, nobler purpose than to combine a life of thrift with a commitment to generosity.

DR. JOHN M. TEMPLETON JR., THRIFT AND GENEROSITY, 2004

….

Ecology, for example, recognizes the finitude of resources and encourages various forms of rationing—which traditionalists politely term “thrift.”

MARK WEGIERSKI, “BEYOND LEFT-RIGHT,” 2004

Staying married, not getting divorced, thinking about savings.

ECONOMICS PROFESSOR JAY ZARGORSKY, ON THE MAIN WAYS TO GET RICH, MAY 2007

….

    Stay out of credit card debt.

    Save first and spend later.

    Have a financial plan.

GEORGE R. BARNES OF PRUDENTIAL FINANCIAL, THREE FINANCIAL RULES FOR YOUNG FATHERS PRESENTED AT A “MEETING THE FATHERHOOD CHALLENGE” CONFERENCE AT THE APOLLO THEATER, NEW YORK CITY, FEBRUARY 3, 2007

….

Maybe we should start considering our sojourn on earth as a loan. There can be no doubt that for the past hundred years at least, Europe and the United States have been running up a debt, and now other parts of the world are following their example. Nature is issuing warnings [in the form of climate changes] that we must not only stop the debt from growing but start to pay it back.

VACLAV HAVEL, “OUR MORAL FOOTPRINT,” NEW YORK TIMES, SEPTEMBER 27, 2007
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