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Preface 

“’Tell me, Socrates, a lover of good things has a desire; what does he desire?’ 

‘That they become his own,’ I said. 

‘And what will he have, when the good things he wants have become his own?’ 

‘This time it’s easier to come up with the answer,’ I said. ‘He’ll have happiness.’” 

—Plato’s Symposium 

In ancient Greek, there is a word that has been interpreted to be “happiness”: 

ευδαιµονια (eudaimonia).  Its meaning holds one of the most significant ideas the world 

will ever know. The English language has assumed a replication of the word, but its use 

has often been misinterpreted and misused. No, eudaimonia is, according to the Greeks, 

best defined as being in a state of flourishing; finally reaching an actualization of absolute 

well-being. However, because eudaimonia is an emotional and ultimately mental state of 

being, it is dynamic, and therefore must be maintained as must any other human attribute. 

Yes, the Greeks, as thorough as they may have been in capturing this potent word, 

seemingly have left the definition defined as a destination to be reached; I would add that 

eudaimonia is something more holistic and natural that we need to regularly cultivate, 

even when it comes to fruition. 

So, what is happiness in light of this? I believe that even though its meaning may 

have some what been lost in translation from the Greek language, that it is still the 

spiritual representation of eudaimonia in English. But what is it, really? How do we know 

it when we see it/feel it/become it? Is it something that we, as human beings, strive to 

become? Or is it rather something that we must continually maintain; a state of thriving 

by which various obstacles and challenges can render us downtrodden? Is happiness, 
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perhaps, just that: a word; a word by which we are ruled; our golden fleece that keeps us 

going? This is a question that is ageless, one that the greatest thinkers in history, ranging 

from Plato to Lao Tzu to more contemporary ones such as Henry David Thoreau and 

beyond have grappled with. Following in their lines of thought, and maybe even 

diverging from it, I will attempt to describe and illuminate the journey towards happiness. 

Good and good 

There are few people who have dedicated their lives more to the pursuit of 

“eudaimonia” than the Greek philosopher Socrates. In Plato’s Philebus, Socrates and 

Philebus begin by holding two opposing views “…to prove some possession or state of 

the soul to be the one that can render life happy for all human beings,” Philebus, 11d. 

Socrates states that it is knowledge that is the highest good for man, and Philebus 

believes that it must surely be when one experiences pleasure (Philebus, 11b). Socrates 

seems to believe that the youth don’t know what to do with knowledge and wisdom, thus 

they enjoy and value pleasure more. After recollecting a dream which concerns 

knowledge and pleasure, he comes to the conclusion that neither are good, but that there 

is another option which is superior and closer to answering what is best for the soul 

(Philebus, 20b). 

 To prove this, he begins defeating the idea that pleasure is best for the soul. 

Essentially, if one were to live life only enjoying pleasure, without possession of 

knowledge, then it would be impossible to discern whether or not you were in fact 

enjoying pleasure, or to even know what pleasure is. “You would thus not live a human 

life but the life of a mollusk or of one of those creatures in shells that live in the sea,” 

Philebus, 21c. On the other hand, a life only in possession of knowledge, and absent of 
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pleasure, or pain for that matter, would be unsavory as well. So, moving to the idea of the 

third option as described in Socrates’ dream, it is proposed that there be a mixture, a 

combination, of both pleasure and knowledge. This on a fundamental level seems to be 

the best compromise between both Philebus’ and Socrates’ original hypotheses. However, 

it is necessary to test this hypothesis, and see if a desired outcome is reached. 

“We somehow discern that what makes up the nature of the bodies of all 

animals—fire, water, and air, “and earth!,”…are part of their composition.” Socrates says, 

(Philebus, 29a). Furthermore: 

 “Realize that the following applies to all constituents that belong to us… that the 
amount of each of these elements in us is small and insignificant, that it does not 
possess in the very least the purity or the power that is worthy of its nature. Take 
one example as an illustration representative for all: there is something called fire 
that belongs to us, and then again there is fire in the universe… and is not the fire 
that belongs to us small in amount, feeble and poor, while the fire in the universe 
overwhelms us by its size and beauty and by the display of all its power?... But 
what about this? Is the fire in the universe generated, nourished, and ruled by the 
fire that belongs to us, or is it not quite the reverse, that your heat and mine, and 
that in every animal, owe all this to the cosmic fire?” Philebus, 29b, c. 
 
 
The answer to Socrates’ last question, of course, is the latter, which Protarchus 

agrees. Why is this conclusion significant? Because Socrates begins by saying that the 

example he lays out will hold true for any constituents, or in other words, any relatable 

aspect that a human being partakes in. Every thing is owed to an unlimited source by 

which all animal beings may partake in, if applicable. However, animals, i.e., human 

beings, are limited creatures; if this were not so, we would owe nothing to a cosmic fire, 

or any other unlimited source. So, what Socrates follows with then is the idea that when 

these limited elements combine together in harmony, what is formed is “the body”; 

likewise, when the universe’s limitless elements form together, a limitless body forms as 
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well. In both instances, there is the harmonious combining of elements, or taken in 

another way, constituents, that form a completed whole as appropriate to the subject 

prescribed.  Things must be taken into the correct proportion with each other to achieve 

the best mixture (Philebus, 65a). 

 This brings us back to the original question that these two began exploring: what 

is the state of soul that renders life happy for all humanity. 

“What I claim is that when we find the harmony in living creatures disrupted, 
there will at the same time be a disintegration of their nature and a rise of pain…. 
But if the reverse happens, and harmony is regained and the former nature 
restored, we have to say that pleasure arises[.],” Philebus, 31d. 
 
 
If we are to believe that Socrates has come to formulate the idea that it is a 

mixture of knowledge and pleasure and all the other qualities that will cast the soul into 

an ideal state i.e. something akin to happiness, then we must believe that when we are in 

a state of disharmony or imbalance, we are actually disrupting our nature in which pain 

arises; or rather, we are disrupting what we are naturally inclined towards: harmony and 

the moderation over the mixture that composes us. The question obviously remains, what 

exactly is it that we must do, or be in possession of, to render ourselves into a state of 

harmony? Socrates “clarifies”: 

“What I am saying may not be entirely clear straightaway, but I’ll try to clarify it. 
By the beauty of shape, I do not mean what the many might presuppose, namely 
that of a living being or of a picture. What I mean, what the argument demands, is 
rather something straight or round and what is constructed out of these with a 
compass, rule, and square, such as plane figures and solids. Those things I take 
are not beautiful in a relative sense, as others are, but are by their very nature 
forever beautiful by themselves. They provide their own specific pleasures that 
are not at all comparable to those of rubbing!” Philebus, 51c.  
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The crux of what is being said is this: Although pleasurable or good things may 

not be perceived as being beautiful, useful, or good in relation to what we would perceive 

is truly beautiful, useful, or good, in it of itself, a thing is indeed good because it is good 

when held without relation to anything else. All good things carry inherent good qualities 

which belong to them by nature. However, just because they are good in and of 

themselves does not mean that they are the over-arching paradigm of what good is. They 

are what they are for the sake of being good or by means of what good is. 

In a sense, all things are partaking in good. Whether or not they partake a great 

deal is simply a matter of perception. To Philebus, all things that he believes are 

pleasurable are good. To Socrates, a life of reason and intellectual accomplishment is 

good. However, neither are capital “G”, noun, Good; think of Good as a character and all 

other things which have “Good” characteristics as simply imitations trying to be Good, 

missing the mark, and simply being lowercase “g”, adjective, good. Good is in no need of 

anything else. It need not partake in good, or be in relation to any concept of good; it is 

what it is: perfectly “self-sufficient,” (Philebus, 60c). Socrates recognizes this, and in 

many ways has illustrated the limit of humanity as being a imitation of an untouchable, 

over-arching paradigm which too is self-sufficient, and in breaking things down to what 

we as human beings need to achieve a life of happiness, he believes that it is necessary to 

represent ourselves in the best way possible by means of a well-proportioned mixture of 

“good” things that allows one to partake in a “good” life to imitate that which is “Good”. 

Even though Socrates proposes we are limited in the scope in which we can be Good, for 

it in itself is unlimited and we are by nature limited, the partaking should still be seen as a 

worthy cause to achieve a good life, albeit, not the ultimate paradigm of Good. 
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Aristotle’s Rebuttal 

Plato’s conclusion is sufficient in outlining what good is, but for Aristotle, it is not 

enough to just have the concept and have humanity’s great journey be like that of chasing 

a carrot on a stick, while fooling oneself all the while that they already have it. In 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, the argument is made that the Good that is encountered 

in Philebus is not an unachievable possession, but rather is something of our own human 

world, which we as human beings can achieve through our actions. 

“Every art and every inquiry, and similarly ever action and choice, is thought to 
aim at some good; and for this reason the good has rightly been declared be that 
which all things aim,” Nicomachean Ethics [N.E.], Book I, 1094a, line 1. 

 

 Furthermore, Aristotle adds, 

“If, then, there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for its own sake 
(everything else being desired for the sake of this), and if we do not choose 
everything for the sake of something else (for at that rate the process would go on 
to infinity, so that our desire would be empty and vain), clearly this must be the 
good and the chief good. Will not the knowledge of it, then, have a great influence 
on life? Shall we not, like archers who have a mark to aim at, be more likely to hit 
upon what we should?” N.E., Book I, 1094a, line 20. 
 

Aristotle believes that whatever action we take; whatever role we play; whatever 

function a thing serves, it is acted for the sake of that very action taken, role played, or 

function served. That is their Good, and it is self-sufficient to them. However, when 

anything does something, it has done it for a purpose. You might ask a fellow companion, 

“Why are you going to class?” to which they might reply, “To get good grades.” You 

may then ask, “Why do you want good grades?” which they will obviously respond, “To 

pass the class.” You may then follow with, “Why do you want to pass the class?” which 

they respond with, “To graduate college.” Graduating college might lead to the question 
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of why you would want to do that, answered with the desire to get a worthwhile career, 

which is needed to earn a livelihood, which is helpful to enjoy the good things in life, 

which, finally, brings us to the end purpose for wanting the good things in life: happiness. 

Ultimately, all things are aimed at a sort of happiness, or chief good, in their end purpose, 

according the Aristotle. 

“Now we call that which is in itself worthy of pursuit more complete than that 
which is worthy of pursuit for the sake of something else, and that which is never 
desirable for the sake of something else more complete than the things that are 
desirable both in themselves and for the sake of that other thing, and therefore we 
call complete without qualification that which is always desirable in itself and 
never for the sake of something else… happiness, above all else, is held to be; for 
this we choose always for itself and never for the sake of something else, but 
honour, pleasure, reason, and every excellence we choose indeed for themselves 
(for if nothing resulted from them we should still choose them), but we choose 
them also for the sake of happiness, judging that through them we shall be happy. 
Happiness, on the other hand, no one chooses for the sake of these, nor, in general, 
for anything other than itself,” N.E., Book I, 1097a, b, line 30. 
 

It would be a ridiculous question to ask someone why they would want to be 

happy. To Aristotle, everything has some kind of excellence or virtue it tends towards; 

from a horse with its excellence aiming to run the fastest, for the longest time, under any 

circumstance; to a sword, with its own excellence aimed at being able to cut through 

anything without shattering in its wielder’s grip. And then there is man, who possesses an 

excellence quite unlike the solitary purpose of a sword, or a horse. What is man’s 

excellence? Such a multifaceted being cannot simply “choose” happiness as an 

excellence. An action must be had to accomplish such a thing and happiness is an end, 

not a means, and as a result cannot be both a means and an end. Aristotle, again, believes 

that living a life in accordance to an activity is the best way to reconcile this potential 

problem. 
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So, what are we to make of this? By this train of thought, we will inevitably be 

led to believe that a life lived in accordance with an activity is a life lived according a 

process, and all aspects of our life are developed towards a higher aim, i.e., happiness. If 

the function of man is to develop an activity for the sake of excellence, then let us follow 

an example: Take a man learning the trade of becoming a barista. Necessarily, the man 

must learn all facets of becoming a barista, such as the names of beverages, how to make 

said beverages, the correct way to work the various machines, the proper skills needed to 

interact with customers, and all other skills appropriate to the trade. The man eventually 

learns the skills, but is not yet quite adept at them. However, it can be safely said that the 

man is a barista. Time passes, and eventually the man becomes excellent at crafting all 

manner of coffees, espressos, mochas, and the like. The man is now known as a good 

barista. From this, you can see that the function of a barista is to make beverages, and the 

function of a good barista is to make beverages well. 

 So, if Aristotle believes that man lives according to an activity, and the activity is 

done in a mediocre fashion, then the man is not partaking in excellence, but if the man is 

performing an activity in superb fashion, then the man is necessarily partaking in 

excellence. For “the function of man is an activity of the soul in accordance with… 

excellence,” N.E., Book I, 1098a, line 5.  Likewise, the man’s life is deemed good and 

excellent if he lives his life in excellence, for an action done in excellence is the 

achievement of the highest human good: happiness. This is the process for practical, good 

living according to Aristotle. If there are more actions and undertakings necessary for the 

sake of human excellence, then the man may so perform them, in excellence, for the sake 

of happiness. 
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It is here that I take issue with Aristotle. While he may have laid a practical 

foundation by which one may achieve happiness, it is practical to a fault. What concerns 

me with Aristotle’s argument is his handing of the notion of choiceworthiness. While I 

believe he is correct in his assumption that mankind’s ultimate choice for itself is 

happiness, I do not think that all are necessarily enabled of knowing the means of action 

to achieve this. Capable, yes, enabled, no. However, in many ways when this theory is 

put into reality, the ability to choose to pursue what one wishes to do, or, what action(s) 

towards excellence one desires to take, often does not come down to capability, it comes 

down to whether or not one is enabled to do it. 

“…it is impossible, or not easy, to do noble acts without the proper equipment. In 
many actions we use friends and riches and political power as instruments; and 
there are some things the lack of which takes the luster from blessedness, as good 
birth, satisfactory children, beauty; for the man who is very ugly in appearance or 
ill-born or solitary and childless is hardly happy, and perhaps a man would be still 
less so if he had thoroughly bad children or friends or had lost good children or 
friends by death. As we said, then, happiness seems to need this sort of prosperity 
in addition; for which reason some identify happiness with good fortune, though 
others identify it with excellence,” N.E., Book I, 1099b, line 1. 
 

Indeed, there are those who will argue that it is essentially luck by which some 

stumble into choosing and enacting ones excellence resulting in happiness, and there are 

others who will say that it is by no good fortune it happens, but rather by means of 

temporary trial and error, and perseverance; that it is achievable no matter what the odds. 

Aristotle will tell you that the very notion of entrusting a good and noble thing to luck, 

that only a select few are capable of achieving it, is incorrect. For “if there is any gift of 

the gods to men, it is reasonable that happiness should be god-given, and most surely 

god-given of all human things inasmuch as it is the best,” N.E. Book I, 1099b, line 10. 

While that is fair enough to assume, as well as adequate to justify that happiness is indeed 
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a possibility and not left to the luck of the draw, it still remains that for every man or 

woman the choice to be able to go about the means to achieve this excellence is not 

liberated from the logistics of living an actual life. 

Let us return back to our barista example and re-fashion it with a greater level of 

humanistic qualities. Again, necessarily the man must learn all facets of becoming a 

barista, such as the names of beverages, how to make said beverages, the correct way to 

work the various machines, the proper skills needed to interact with customers, and all 

other skills appropriate to the trade. If they learn all the skills necessary to become a good 

barista and are a good barista, and thereby are participating in the excellence of being a 

barista, what could explain the reason for them being discontent and unhappy? The 

barista’s act of excellence renders him a good barista, but the barista actions on a human 

level, to them, are not; for he did not choose to be a barista with the human good in mind, 

but rather simply to become a good barista and earn a living.. Imagine that they are living 

out their days trapped in a job that they are indifferent towards; not for sake of happiness, 

but for the sake of survival. I would argue that Aristotle would not classify the desire to 

merely exist as a human good over that of living, just as he would not classify the process 

of breathing as an excellence for humanity opposed to that of the lungs. The excellences 

are different in that one is excellence of action and one is excellence of self. The question 

that now needs to be asked is what if they know what it is that they want to do, but cannot 

do so in excellence, or simply cannot do so for one reason or another? 

 Aristotle believes that it is the “blessed” ones that persevere in the face of 

adversity. He is quoted in the following on the subject of good fortune, misfortune, and 

the reactions to them: 
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“If activities are, as we said, what determines the character of life, no blessed man 
can become miserable; for the man who is truly good and wise, we think, bears all 
the chances of life becomingly and always makes the best of circumstances, as a 
good generally makes the best military use of the army at his command and a 
shoemaker makes the best shoes out of the hides that are given him; and so with 
all other craftsmen. And if this is the case, the happy man can never become 
miserable—though he will not reach blessedness…” N.E., Book I, 1101a, line 1. 
 

This statement is talking about two different kinds of people altogether; Aristotle 

is attempting to use “blessed” and “happy” interchangeably, but this cannot be. Granted, 

this statement holds for one who is blessed; a rare individual already coming from a state 

of self excellence, or perhaps born in such a way and, further, is unshakable in his or her 

fortitude; however, the happy man, or the one who may only be excellent in an action, 

will necessarily be shaken or cast out of his state of happiness without the “proper 

equipment” or if not in the “best of circumstances”. He will only maintain his happiness 

under the assumption that once man has chosen the action by which enacting is partaking 

in excellence, he is permanently and unchanged once happy; for if Aristotle understood 

and recognized Plato’s hypothesis that the Good is self-sufficient, and therefore lacking 

nothing, then there would be no need for any additional circumstances besides that which 

allows the him to perform his excellence and reach happiness. This happiness, in turn is 

eternal and limitless, as the Good is. This, of course, is a preposterous notion for anyone 

other than the blessed ones. The majority of people’s lives are not like that of the archer’s 

arrow, where once the target has been hit, it is forever and always maintained.  

Aristotle will try and sell the idea that happiness is eternal once achieved, but 

essentially the idea is flawed because things are done for the purpose of (or said in 

another way, for the sake of,  to alluding to Philebus) happiness, thereby making the 

actual actions potentially weightless unless he adheres to Plato’s conclusion. The process 
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which Aristotle lays out is a game effort, as the vagueness of Plato’s idea that we should 

partake in good to imitate Good is without specifics, but humanity is too idealized in 

Aristotle’s examples, and when it is not, it is under the assumption that people will be 

satisfied with the action or actions they choose to partake in, even if they are in reality 

forced to choose an action. Aristotle’s hypothesis works on some level, and might even 

work for some people, but I do not think that is enough for it to be used on a level that all 

humanity, either enabled or disabled, can use on an equal level. 

The Way of the East 

 Let us now leave the Greeks and their hypotheses for the time being and study the 

work of one who believes that the journey towards happiness is taken in a different way. 

Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching offers a doctrine for those who hold office 

of governance, and how they should best do so for the nation, but also on an individual 

level for the way in which one should conduct his or her own life. For all intents and 

purposes, however, we will be looking at what is for the conduct of the individual.  

Unlike the Greeks, Lao Tzu believes that it is not a process of actions or of 

accomplishments or a mixture that will lead someone along a journey of happiness, but it 

is the way in which a life is lived in observance of the higher order of the universe (Tao 

Te Ching, XXIII). What that order is exactly is according to the limitless Way. Because 

the Way is limitless, and necessarily beyond the scope of our natural limited human 

understanding, we can only hold the Way in relation to other parts of the order that is 

established in relation to the Way itself. While that may seem counterproductive and 

confusing, Lao Tzu begins his work with “The way that can be spoken of / is not the 

constant way; the name that can be named / is not the constant name,” Tao Te Ching, I. 
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We are not supposed to be able to comprehend the Way, as there is also a limit to the 

extent which we are even able to describe it or illustrate it. If we were able to describe the 

Way, it would mean that the limited could describe the limitless, and the limited is 

contained by the limitless, so therefore, the limited (humanity), cannot contain, or 

comprehend, the whole (the Way).  

But even though the Way may be outside of our reach as far as discussing directly, 

Lao Tzu outlines an order, or hierarchy, that is encompassed by the Way. They are also 

linked to particular kinds of men that partake in each level of the hierarchy. 

“A man of the highest virtue does not keep to virtue and that is why he has virtue. 
A man of the lowest virtue never strays from virtue and that is why he is without 
virtue. The former never acts yet leaves nothing undone. The latter acts but there 
are things left undone. A man of the highest benevolence acts, but from no 
ulterior motive. A man of the highest rectitude acts, but from ulterior motive. A 
man most conversant in the rites acts, but when no one responds rolls up his 
sleeves and resorts to persuasion by force.  
Hence when the way was lost there was virtue; when virtue was lost there was 
benevolence; when benevolence was lost there was rectitude; when rectitude was 
lost there were the rites. 
The rites are the wearing thin of loyalty and good faith 
And the beginning of disorder; 
Foreknowledge is the flowery embellishment of the way  
And the beginning of folly; 
Hence the man of large mind abides in the thick not in the thin, in the fruit not in 
the flower. 
Therefore he discards the one and takes the other,” Tao Te Ching, XXXVIII.  
 

It is important here to discuss the hierarchy as constructed by Lao Tzu, especially 

since there are familiar terms related to that of the Greek philosophers. At the bottom of 

the hierarchy are those who are ruled by rites, or laws and ordinances. Lao Tzu views this 

kind of man as the furthest away from the Way likely because he is primarily ruled by 

that which is conditional and easily broken or changed; by definition the polar opposite of 

what the Way is, as the Way is constant. These people are the most likely to act in a 
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manner lacking in good faith and most susceptible to error and folly. Following the man 

of rites is the man of rectitude. The man of rectitude is similar to the man of rites in that 

they too follow laws and ordinances, but they possess morally correct behavior and a way 

of thinking leaning towards justice. While justice is virtuous, the man acts “from ulterior 

motives”, and so it cannot be said that the man is inherently just. 

After the man of rectitude is the man of benevolence. It is here that one must 

observe the difference between the two closely to avoid error in their respective 

definitions. Rectitude and benevolence both relate to the idea of acting with virtuous 

intentions, but one who acts only out of rectitude is disposed to the societal ideas of what 

is morally correct. Because society is imperfect and the ideas of what right and wrong are 

often subjective, the man who acts in rectitude may believe he is righteous in his actions 

but may in fact be guilty of wrongdoing. The man who acts out of benevolence holds a 

disposition to do good and to do good for others. He is inherently this way, and not with 

any reason from on high telling him to do so, nor from any ordinance outlining the reason 

for such actions. 

Further up in the hierarchy is the man who is virtuous for the sake of virtue. It 

appears strange to read that a “man of the highest virtue does not keep to virtue and that 

is why he has virtue. A man of the lowest virtue never strays from virtue and that is why 

he is without virtue,” in a literal sense, because they are seemingly referring to the same, 

virtuous man. But this is why “highest” and “lowest” are included to denote the scope by 

which they are virtuous. The man of the lowest virtue is virtuous in as much as he is 

being so because he thinks virtuousness is good. Again, similar to the man of rectitude, 

the man of the lowest virtue is not being truly virtuous and good because he is trying to 
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be as such. If he were truly virtuous, he would not need to try, because it would be in his 

character to be inherently virtuous. 

This is similar to a man who shares his last loaf of bread with a companion 

because his companion asks for his own share of out hunger. The man is reminded that 

this is the virtuous thing to do, and gives out of charity. On the other hand, the man of the 

highest virtue shares his bread with his companion; not because he is asked to or needs 

reminding, but because virtue is inherent in him, and he gives out of true generosity. The 

man of the lowest virtue is constantly one step behind virtuousness, and thus always 

needs to act just to maintain being one step behind true virtuousness. The man of the 

highest virtue, the truly good man, need not act any more than necessary, for his 

virtuousness comes as natural to him as walking.  

At the top of all the hierarchal positions is that of the Way and below it is virtue. 

To Lao Tzu, the Way holds agency over all in the most literal sense.  

“The whole world says that my way is vast and resembles nothing. It is because it 
is vast that it resembles nothing. If it resembled anything, it would, long before 
now, have become small,” Tao Te Ching, LXVII. 
 
 

This is different than what Aristotle argues in his Ethics. Even though it is excellence that 

is good, and the highest good for man is Happiness, these concepts are still working 

within the same idea of the Good, thereby bringing excellence of action and excellence of 

self upon the same rung, à la lowest virtue and highest virtue in Tao Te Ching. There is 

an argument that can be made that Plato is operating in the same vein as Lao Tzu, 

however; The Good, like the Way, is limitless and incomprehensible to those that are 

limited, and all good and virtuous things function in respect to the Good and Way 
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respectively. Both the Way and the Good potentially deal with all aspects of humanity 

and eternal ideas, and the limits and limitless attributes associated. 

But there is the whole notion of a process. Both Plato and Aristotle are in 

agreement that actions must be taken to achieve the chief Good. The actions range from 

the intricate to the simple. There is also a large deal of learning and development on the 

behalf of an individual; it is necessary to know what virtue is so when one chooses the 

virtue or virtues they wish to live by, be they truth, justice, courage, and most importantly 

moderation, they will be fully prepared to take the necessary measures to live a good life. 

Lao Tzu says that all of this is unnecessary. In fact, it may be harmful towards living a 

life akin to the Way.  

“In the pursuit of learning one knows more every day; in the pursuit of the way 
one does less every day. One does less and less until one does nothing at all, and 
when one does nothing at all there is nothing that is undone. It is always through 
not meddling that the empire is won. Should you meddle, then you are not equal 
to the task of winning the empire,” Tao Te Ching, XLVIII. 
 

The question is, at one point is one living the Way? Is that even possible, as one, 

as he says, “does less and less until one does nothing at all”? I think we can discount the 

question of whether it is or is not possible by merit of Lao Tzu speaking of behalf of the 

Sage, who does so. Yes, initially it was stated that the Way is incomprehensible, but that 

does not mean it cannot be lived and experienced unknowingly. However, one would 

think that it is difficult enough to be a man of the highest virtue, let alone a sage who 

walks the path of the Way; and if one walks the path of the Way, surely they must not do 

so consciously, for that would imply that it is not inherent. What are we permitted to 

partake in or what should be refrained from indulging in? 
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“Were I possessed of the least knowledge, I would, when walking on the great 
way, fear only paths that lead astray.  
The great way is easy, yet people prefer by-paths. 
The court is corrupt, 
The fields are overgrown with weeds, 
The granaries are empty; 
Yet there are those dressed in fineries, 
With swords at their sides, 
Filled with food and drink, 
And possessed of too much wealth. 
This is known as taking the lead in robbery. 
Far indeed is this from the way,” Tao Te Ching, pg. 60, LIII. 
 

There is a call for moderation in ones’ actions, to be sure, and I do not think that it 

is fair, nor correct, to proclaim that the Way is effortless. However, if the Way is that 

which encompasses all, and, as we reasoned earlier, is the limitless whole to our limited 

part, then surely the Way possesses workings that humanity owes our own workings 

credit to. 

“The way is broad, reaching left as well as right… for ever free of desire, it can be 
called small; yet, as it lays no claim to being master when the myriad creatures 
turn to it, it can be called great. It is because it never attempts itself to be great 
that it succeeds in becoming great,” Tao Te Ching, pg. 39, XXXIV. 
 

If we free ourselves of corrupting desire, (and this by no means is an easy task, for 

the temptations of desire are plentiful and come in a myriad of forms) and allow 

ourselves to exercise our greatest virtues, not for the sake of anything, not even for the 

sake of happiness, but simply because it is naturally who we are, who we have become 

by way of habit, then perhaps there will be those who will say that you, or me, or anyone 

who follows the path of the Way is a great man. And this great man, be he the Sage; who 

already walks as man ideally should and sets the example for all, or be he of the highest 

virtue; whose goodness shines light upon all he meets, regardless of stature, status, or 
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earthly make-up, they both can be said to lead noble lives of the highest order within 

reason of the Way, and the Way is that which is most pure: the vast, incorruptible nature. 

“…Man models himself on the earth 
Earth on heaven, 
Heaven on the way, 
And the way on that which is naturally so,” Tao Te Ching, XXV. 
 

The Path of Freedom 

Some tenets of Lao Tzu’s Way are shared by a more contemporary voice in the 

form of an American named Henry David Thoreau, who offers insight into a life that is 

free of desires and focused on a return to simplicity afforded by something greater than 

ourselves. In his essay Walking, Thoreau sets out to illustrate the startling idea that man, 

in his attempt to become more civil within the world of society, has lost his freedom. Not 

by the definition of any laws or order of government, but by the order of nature (Walking, 

par. 1). 

 Man, in his presumption that he is best when tame and civilized and best fitted 

into the architecture of society, has lost the full scope of that which life grants him; that is 

to say he who lays no claim owing to the limited scope of society, may feel equally 

enriched by all nature provides everywhere. For Thoreau, the most worthy undertaking to 

appreciate the bounty that nature provides is by walking. 

“We should go forth on the shortest walk, perchance, in the spirit of undying 
adventure, never to return—prepared to send back our embalmed hearts only as 
relics to our desolate kingdoms. If you are ready to leave father and mother, and 
brother and sister, and wife and child and friends, and never see them again—if 
you have paid your debts, and made your will, and settled all your affairs, and are 
a free man, then you are ready for a walk,” Walking, par. 3. 
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By no means should this be taken as anything less than an extreme statement to 

those who live in society; and that’s ok, because Thoreau fully-intends for it to be just 

that. Society has so pervaded mans’ complete makeup that the idea of forsaking it would 

appear to be to forsake oneself. But Thoreau insists that that is not the case; in fact, man 

has more to gain by walking than any banker, or lawyer, or politicos’ actions do. 

“…most of my townsmen would fain walk sometimes, as I do, but they cannot. 
No wealth can buy the requisite leisure, freedom, and independence which are the 
capital in this profession. It comes only by the grace of God. It requires a direct 
dispensation from Heaven to become a walker. You must be born into the family 
of the Walkers. Ambulator nascitur, non fit. Some of my townsmen, it is true, can 
remember and have described to me some walks which they took ten years ago, in 
which they were so blessed as to lose themselves for half an hour in the woods; 
but I know very well that they have confined themselves to the highway ever 
since, whatever pretensions they may make to belong to this select class. No 
doubt they were elevated for a moment as by the reminiscence of a previous state 
of existence, when even they were foresters and outlaws,” Walking, par. 5.  
 

I do not think that Thoreau means, literally, that man is either born or isn’t born a 

walker, but rather that it is the rare individual who is able to appreciate the art of walking 

in its purest form without feeling the tyranny of civilization beckoning him or her to 

return to their “natural” ways. Does not Lao Tzu echo this somber reality when 

describing the man who seeks out the Way, or to even simply be virtuous? There are a 

great deal who seek the Way, but wish to continue on with behavior that is unsuitable for 

such a life. The desires and perils that are beholden to society are our greatest threat, 

outside of our own personal mental fortitude to defend against them. 

“Of course it is of no use to direct our steps to the woods, if they do not carry us 
thither. I am alarmed when it happens that I have walked a mile into the woods 
bodily, without getting there in spirit. In my afternoon walk I would fain forget all 
my morning occupations and my obligations to society. But it sometimes happens 
that I cannot easily shake off the village. The thought of some work will run in 
my head and I am not where my body is—I am out of my senses. In my walks I 
would fain return to my senses. What business have I in the woods, if I am 
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thinking of something out of the woods? I suspect myself, and cannot help a 
shudder, when I find myself so implicated even in what are called good works—
for this may sometimes happen,” Walking, par. 13.  
 

The state of mind which one walks in must be with the purest intentions. It cannot 

be for sake of exercise, for this can be done by other means, and for other purposes. It 

also cannot be done with shirking of ones tasks in mind either, for this too can be 

accomplished in other ways and the business of shirking is ignoble and unbefitting of 

being in the realm of nature. Thoreau also alludes to the transplantation of this mentality 

upon other activities beyond walking with “great works”. Virtuous and good acts must be 

done not for the sake of being virtuous or good, or because it is deemed morally correct, 

or for any other ulterior motive, but because the act is good, and a man who does good 

acts should do so with purity in his heart, much like those who walk do so. One must be 

with what they are doing. 

So why is it so hard to take a walk for no further reason than to escape society and 

embrace our freedom? 

“What is it that makes it so hard sometimes to determine whither we will walk? I 
believe that there is a subtle magnetism in Nature, which if we unconsciously 
yield to it, will direct us aright. It is not indifferent to us which way we walk. 
There is a right way; but we are very liable from heedlessness and stupidity to 
take the wrong one,” Walking, par. 21.  
 

If there is a subtle magnetism in nature, as he says, then there necessarily must be an 

overt magnetism in society that draws man in and twists and warps mans sense of 

purpose in nature. Think back to Lao Tzu: his great fear as a man who walks the great 

path of the Way was to be lead astray. This is a fear because when walking the path, if 

one is lead astray along another path, it is difficult to discern at what point this might 
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happen; for all roads are connected to the great Way, but there is only one, true path. All 

others lead off towards pain and possibly to ruin. This is the same thing with Thoreau’s 

idea of nature; it is very tricky to navigate for those who wish to follow the way of nature 

when they are mired in the tangled web of society. Society pushes you to do this or that 

for its own purpose, which may be cleverly disguised as your own purposes, or your own 

intents, thereby nullifying your own freedom. 

Aristotle would say that society is a helpful tool which man can utilize to realize 

his purpose, i.e., his excellence in life to achieve happiness, and certainly not one that 

would hinder his pursuit of happiness and freedom. (N.E., Book I, 1094b, line 5). To him, 

the very idea of this being a possibility is nonsense, and a complete contradiction to the 

purpose at hand. Aristotle is in a sense right… but only theoretically. Because man does 

things for the sake of happiness within his working hypothesis, all actions of mans 

choosing done in excellence will necessarily result in the realization of the highest good: 

happiness. But, what if they are not done in excellence? To be the most excellent 

politician, and banker, and lawyer, it necessarily takes many years and much experience 

to reach such a point, and in the meantime, because they must act and act and act to reach 

the point of excellence, the potential for acts of mediocrity, or worse, acts that “take the 

lead in robbery”, as Lao Tzu says, are possible. And what results is not happiness, for 

happiness is a good and cannot be bad, but rather people acting in a way that corrupts not 

only themselves, but perhaps the larger society as a whole if given the power. 

“We are accustomed to say in New England that few and fewer pigeons visit us 
every year. Our forests furnish no mast for them. So, it would seem, few and 
fewer thoughts visit each growing man from year to year, for the grove in our 
minds is laid waste,—sold to feed unnecessary fires of ambition, or sent to mill, 
and there is scarcely a twig left for them to perch on. They no longer build nor 
breed with us. In some more genial season, perchance, a faint shadow flits across 
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the landscape of the mind, cast by the wings of some thought in its vernal or 
autumnal migration, but, looking up, we are unable to detect the substance of the 
thought itself. Our winged thoughts are turned to poultry,” Walking, par. 81. 
 

Perhaps Thoreau would agree that if we must live within society, it is best that we 

at least maintain our mental freedom and goodness. In our present day and age, it is 

increasingly difficult to be able to get lost in a forest, or walk the countryside because 

there just aren’t that many any more. Society has seen fit to blanket the great frontier with 

cities and towns filled with infrastructure, as well as maim the remaining landscape 

desolate for the sake of industry. And as for the towns that existed in New England in the 

time of Thoreau’s lifetime, they have grown to new, unimaginable heights since. What 

can be done in this respect to keep ourselves in tune with nature in a time when society 

has now soaked up everything upon the earth? Thoreau offers a perspective of his own 

personal surroundings: 

My vicinity affords many good walks; and though for so many years I have 
walked almost every day, and sometimes for several days together, I have not yet 
exhausted them. An absolutely new prospect is a great happiness, and I can still 
get this any afternoon. Two or three hours’ walking will carry me to as strange a 
country as I expect ever to see. A single farmhouse which I had not seen before is 
sometimes as good as the dominions of the King of Dahomey. There is in fact a 
sort of harmony discoverable between the capabilities of the landscape within a 
circle of ten miles’ radius, or the limits of an afternoon walk, and the threescore 
years and ten of human life. It will never become quite familiar to you,” Walking, 
par. 14. 
 

Thoreau often began his own walks from the doorstep of his home, and although 

there may not have been a neighborhood as we know it today around it, the surrounding 

area was familiar. What made the walks all the more worthwhile was the idea that there 

was always something new to see or experience. The point of walking is metaphorical in 

that it was to experience the freedom that nature provides, and the freedoms that we may 
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partake in are innumerable. I say that if one wishes to experience the freedom of nature, 

they may do so as long as their mind is in the right place with the right intentions.  

Reflection 

To illustrate this point, let us look at an example that I keep very dearly. My 

grandmother lived a long and happy life of ninety-one years. Towards the final years of 

her life, age had finally begun to take its toll upon her physical abilities, as her mobility 

had decreased, her vision was not as clear, and her hearing had all but vanished. Yet her 

mind persevered, maintaining the same clarity of sense and wit that she had in her youth. 

She cared very deeply for her garden that she had maintained for numerous years, and 

always found joy whenever she received a new plant or found a current one had bloomed, 

once again painting her garden in swaths of oranges, yellows, reds, and blues. Because 

my grandmother was largely confined to her modest home in Eastside Pittsburg, 

California, she had to make the most of her one source of enjoyment and freedom; this 

backyard garden was her vast and lust forest, it was, in her mind, her final frontier. She 

would spend hours a day walking around in it, watering hose in hand, and just lose 

herself to the beauty and perfection of the nature around her. I never heard her complain 

once of her situation, nor did I hear her go on about frivolous desires for anything more 

than she had. This woman made the most of what she had. 

No man or woman would ever call her crazy, or at a loss of wits, for when she 

would return inside to her abode to a visiting child or grandchild of hers (it seemed that 

there was always at least one there), she very easily could hold a conversation. But all 

who did seemingly were left with a feeling of awe and happiness, as her way of being 

was infectious. There was never a sense of jadedness or a tinge of insincerity to anything 
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she did, just pure, genuine love and a joy for life. I would be interested to know if Lao 

Tzu would have proclaimed her a sage, as I believe she met the criterion for such a 

distinction. In any event, it was said that once she could no longer partake in her great joy 

of maintaining her garden, once she no longer had access to her source of freedom, she 

would know that it was time to go home. Not long after becoming bedridden, she did.  

The point that this example illustrates is that while Henry David Thoreau believes 

it is a necessity to walk amongst nature to produce a declaration of independence of mind, 

body, and soul to forsake society’s ills, it is in fact simpler than that, and we may say that 

all it takes is for the mind to believe that it has liberated itself, as nature inherently does 

from society. Thoreau says, 

“So we saunter toward the Holy Land, till one day the sun shall shine more 
brightly than ever he has done, shall perchance shine into our minds and hearts, 
and light up our whole lives with a great awakening light, as warm and serene and 
golden as on a bankside in autumn,” Walking, par. 87. 
 

I believe that we, in the spirit of sauntering, need only find our source of happiness with 

nature’s purity in our mind. By nature, I do not mean that which is free of the buildings or 

the cars or people that inhabit our world, but what is free of the corruption that plagues it; 

free of that which makes Thoreau curse society, Lao Tzu the meddlers of the Way, 

Aristotle the unvirtuous, and Plato the immoderate. Our freedom, and the twenty-first 

century man’s “undying adventure”, is to pursue our happiness, or walk the path of the 

Way, or be the finest imitation of the highest good, in the purist way possible. There is 

something inherently human in this act that I believe all of these great thinkers would 

agree upon. 
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