
        
            
                
            
        

    

How to Live

Arthur Schopenhauer

BOKUM








All rights reserved.

© Bokum (English edition) 2026

Original Title: Aphorismen zur Lebensweisheit

Published by: Bokum

info@bokum.se | www.bokum.se

Editor: Ebba Weber







Introduction

If my goal in these pages were to provide a complete guide for living, I would have to repeat the many rules—some of them excellent—that thinkers have created throughout history, from Theognis and Solomon to La Rochefoucauld. By doing so, I would only force the reader to endure a great deal of common, tired advice. In truth, I make even less claim to cover this subject completely here than I have in any of my other writings.

An author who does not aim for completeness must also give up on a strict, systematic arrangement. The reader may find comfort in this loss, however, by remembering that a complete and organized study of how to live one’s life would likely be a very boring experience. I have simply written down the thoughts that seem worth sharing—ideas that, as far as I know, have not been expressed by anyone else, or at least not in this specific way. My remarks should be seen as an addition to the vast amount of work already done in this field.

To bring some order to the many topics I will discuss, I have divided my advice into four parts: first, general rules; second, our relationship with ourselves; third, our relationship with others; and finally, rules concerning our lifestyle and worldly circumstances. I will finish with some thoughts on how the different stages of life change us.




General Rules

The most important rule for the wise conduct of life is found in an idea that Aristotle mentions in his work, the Nicomachean Ethics. It can be summarized as follows: the wise person does not aim for pleasure, but rather for the absence of pain.

The truth of this idea rests on the negative nature of happiness. Pleasure is simply the absence of pain, while pain is the only true, positive force in our lives. Although I have already explained this in detail in my main work, I can provide another example here from our daily experience. Imagine that we are perfectly healthy, except for one small, painful spot on our body. That single sore will take all our attention, making us forget our general health and ruining our comfort.

In the same way, when everything in our life goes well except for one thing, that single failure becomes a constant worry. Even if the problem is quite small, we think about it constantly. We ignore all the other important things that are going well. In both cases, something has blocked our will. In the first case, the body is blocked; in the second, our goals in life are blocked. It is clear that satisfaction is simply the moment when our will meets no resistance.

Because of this, satisfaction is not something we feel directly. We only notice it when we stop to think about our situation. However, anything that stops or blocks our will is a positive force; it makes its presence known immediately. All pleasure is just the removal of this block. It is simply the act of being set free from that pressure. This is why pleasure can never last for very long.

Aristotle once gave us an excellent rule: we should not aim for the pleasures and joys of life, but rather focus on avoiding its countless evils. If this were not the correct path, the famous words of Voltaire—that happiness is only a dream while sorrow is real—would be false. In truth, they are entirely accurate.

Anyone who wants to calculate the true balance of their life should not count the pleasures they have enjoyed. Instead, they must look at the troubles they have managed to escape. This is the only real way to study happiness. We must admit that the very idea of a happy life is just a polite way of saying we are living a life that is less miserable, or at least one that is easy to endure.

There is no doubt that we are not here to enjoy life, but to get through it. Many languages have phrases that show this, such as the Latin terms for finishing one’s time, the Italian way of saying one is just scraping by, or the German habit of talking about how a person will manage to get through the world. When we reach old age, it is a comfort to know that the work of life is finally finished.

The best life is not one filled with the greatest joys or the most intense pleasures. The best life is one that ends without having suffered any great pain, whether in the body or the mind. To judge happiness by the number of pleasures we have had is to use a false scale. Pleasures are always negative things; the idea that they create happiness is a lie that people tell themselves, which only leads to envy and suffering.

Pain, however, is a very real and positive experience. Because of this, the true measure of happiness is simply the absence of pain. If you can also live without being bored, you have reached the highest level of happiness possible on this earth. Everything else is just a fantasy.

A person should never try to buy pleasure if it costs them pain, or even if it risks bringing pain. To do so is to trade something real and positive for something negative and fake. There is always a clear benefit in giving up pleasure just to avoid suffering. It does not matter if the pain comes before or after the pleasure. Many people try to turn this world of misery into a garden of joy, but that is a complete mistake. It is much wiser to aim for freedom from pain rather than the pursuit of happiness. There is true wisdom in taking a serious view of life, seeing the world as a kind of hell, and focusing only on finding a small space that is safe from the fire. The fool chases the pleasures of life and ends up tricked by them, while the wise person focuses on avoiding its evils. If the wise person still faces misfortune, it is the fault of fate, not their own foolishness. As long as they succeed in avoiding real dangers, they have not lived a life of illusion. Even if they go too far to avoid trouble and give up too many pleasures, they are not truly worse off. All pleasures are just dreams, and to cry over losing them is silly and ridiculous.

The failure to see this truth—often caused by overly optimistic ideas—is the source of much unhappiness. When we are free from pain, our restless desires show us a reflection of a happiness that does not exist in the real world. We are tempted to chase it, and in doing so, we bring real pain upon ourselves. Later, we look back with regret at the time when we were free from pain. We realize we have gambled away our own peace, and we long in vain to change what we have done.

One might easily imagine that these visions of fulfilled wishes are the work of some evil spirit, created only to pull us away from that state of peace which represents our greatest happiness.

A careless young person often believes the world exists to be enjoyed, as if it were a place filled with real, positive happiness. He thinks that only those who lack the cleverness to overcome life’s obstacles fail to find it. This false idea takes a stronger hold on him when he reads poetry and stories, or when he is deceived by outward appearances—the hypocrisy that defines the world from start to finish, a subject I will discuss soon. As a result, his life becomes a deliberate search for positive happiness, which he defines as a series of specific pleasures. In his hunt for these pleasures, he faces danger—a fact he should never forget. He chases after things that do not exist, and in the end, he suffers very real and painful misfortunes: distress, sickness, loss, worry, poverty, shame, and the thousand other troubles of life. Only when it is too late does he discover the trick that has been played upon him.

If you follow the rule I mentioned, you will adopt a life plan focused on avoiding pain. By taking practical steps to protect yourself from poverty, sickness, and distress, you set a realistic goal. You can achieve something truly significant as long as you do not waste your energy chasing the impossible dream of perfect happiness. This matches the opinion Goethe expressed in his book, Elective Affinities, through the character Mittler, who always tries to help others find peace:


To desire to get rid of an evil is a definite object, but to desire a better fortune than one has is blind folly.



The same truth appears in the French proverb: “The best is the enemy of the good.” As I have noted in my main work, this is the core idea behind the philosophy of the Cynics. They rejected pleasure in every form because they knew that pain is almost always connected to it. To them, avoiding pain seemed much easier than trying to secure pleasure. Because they understood that pleasure is merely the absence of pain while pain itself is a powerful, undeniable reality, they focused all their efforts on staying away from suffering. They believed the first step was to reject pleasure entirely, seeing it as a trap that only leads a person toward inevitable pain.

As the poet Schiller said, we are all born in Arcadia. We enter this world full of expectations for happiness and pleasure, and we hold onto the hope that we can make those dreams come true. However, fate usually teaches us very quickly that we actually possess nothing. The world holds a right to everything we have, including our property, our families, and even our own bodies—our arms, legs, eyes, and ears. Eventually, we learn through experience that happiness and pleasure are like a mirage in the desert; they look real from a distance, but they vanish as soon as we get close. In contrast, suffering and pain are absolute realities. They make their presence felt immediately, without needing any false hope or illusions to prove they are there.

When we learn from our experiences, we stop chasing after pleasure and happiness. Instead, we focus on protecting ourselves from pain and suffering. We realize that the best life offers is a quiet, peaceful existence without trouble. We lower our goals to reach this state, as it is much easier to achieve. The surest way to avoid misery is to stop expecting great happiness. Merck, a friend of Goethe, understood this well when he wrote:


It is the wretched way people have of setting up a claim to happiness—and, that too, in a measure corresponding with their desires—that ruins everything in this world. A man will make progress if he can get rid of this claim, and desire nothing but what he sees before him.



It is wise to keep our expectations for pleasure, wealth, status, and fame very low. The constant struggle to be happy, to impress others, and to live a life full of excitement often leads to great unhappiness. It is smart to lower your demands because it is very easy to be miserable, while being truly happy is almost impossible. A poet of wisdom once wrote:


The golden mean is best—to live free from the squalor of a mean abode, and yet not be a mark for envy. It is the tall pine which is cruelly shaken by the wind, the highest summits that are struck in the storm, and the lofty towers that fall so heavily.



If you truly understand my philosophy, you know that our existence is a mistake. You realize that the highest wisdom is to reject the value of this life. Because of this, you will not expect much from any situation. You will not waste your passion on worldly things, and you will not feel deep sadness if your plans fail. You will understand the truth of Plato’s words: nothing in human life is worth great worry. Or, as the Persian poet wrote:


Though from thy grasp all worldly things should flee,

Grieve not for them, for they are nothing worth:

And though a world in thy possession be,

Joy not, for worthless are the things of earth.

Since to that better world ‘tis given to thee

To pass, speed on, for this is nothing worth.



The main reason we struggle to see this truth is the hypocrisy of the world. We should teach young people about this early. Most of the world’s glory is just a show, like scenery on a stage. It has no real substance. Think of ships decorated with flags, the sound of cannons, bright lights, drums, trumpets, and cheering crowds. These are all signs of joy, but they are just symbols. Usually, joy is the one guest who never shows up to the party.

When joy does appear, it usually comes without an invitation. It does not arrive with a grand announcement, but slips in quietly on its own. It often appears in the most ordinary moments and among common people. It is rarely found where the crowd is famous or brilliant. Joy is like gold in a mine; it is found only by chance, not by any rule. It usually appears in tiny grains, and very rarely in large amounts. All that outward show I described is just an attempt to trick people into believing that joy has arrived at the festival. Creating that impression is the only real goal of such displays.

Mourning is much the same. Think of a long funeral procession moving slowly along; it looks so sad, with that endless line of carriages. But look inside them—they are all empty. The only people following the dead man to his grave are the hired drivers from around the town. What a perfect picture of the world’s friendship and respect! It shows the lies, the emptiness, and the fake nature of human life.

Consider another example: a room full of guests in formal clothes, greeted with great ceremony. You might believe this is a noble and important group, but in truth, the real guests are duty, pain, and boredom. When you invite a crowd, you get a mob, even if they all wear fancy medals. Truly good company is always small by necessity. At brilliant parties and loud events, a sense of emptiness is always hiding underneath. There is a false note in the air, as these gatherings stand in strange contrast to the misery and dullness of our daily lives. This contrast only makes our true condition clearer. Still, these events look impressive from the outside, and that is their only purpose. As Chamfort once said, society—the social circles, the salons, and what we call the world—is like a miserable play or a bad opera. It has no interest on its own, but it stays alive for a while through costumes, scenery, and mechanical tricks.

It is the same with universities and departments of philosophy. They hang out a sign to show where wisdom supposedly lives, but wisdom is a guest who refuses the invitation. She is found somewhere else. The ringing of bells, the religious robes, the poses of prayer, and the strange rituals—these are just a pretense, a false show of holiness. Everything in the world is like a hollow nut. There is very little inside, and it is rare to find any kernel at all. You might look for it elsewhere, but as a rule, you will only find it by chance.

To understand how happy a person is, do not ask what brings them pleasure. Instead, ask what causes them worry. The smaller the things that bother a person, the happier they truly are. You must be in a very good position in life to be annoyed by tiny problems, because when real disaster strikes, you do not notice the small things at all.

Be careful not to build your happiness on a foundation that is too wide. Do not demand too many things just to feel happy. If your happiness depends on a long list of requirements, it is very easy to destroy. Such a life is full of chances for things to go wrong, and accidents happen every single day. In most areas of life, a wide foundation makes things secure, but the architecture of happiness works in the opposite way. The best way to avoid great misfortune is to keep your expectations as low as possible, no matter how much money or power you have.

Making grand plans for the future is one of the most common and foolish mistakes people make. These plans assume that you will live a long life, yet very few people reach old age. Even if you do live a long time, it is rarely enough to finish everything you planned. Carrying out your goals always takes more time than you first expected. Furthermore, life is full of unexpected obstacles and accidents. It is very rare for anyone to reach the goal they set for themselves.

Finally, even if you do reach your goal, you often forget that time changes who you are. We forget that our ability to work or to enjoy things does not last forever. We often work hard for things that no longer suit us by the time we actually get them. The years we spend preparing for a task often steal the very energy we need to finish it.

It happens all too often that a man cannot enjoy the wealth he worked so hard and risked so much to gain, leaving the fruits of his labor to others. Sometimes, he finally reaches a position he spent years struggling to win, only to find he is no longer capable of filling it. Fortune arrives too late for him, or perhaps he arrives too late for fortune. For example, when a man hopes to achieve great things in art or literature, he may find that public taste has shifted. A new generation has grown up with no interest in his work, or others have taken a faster path and left him behind. These are the realities of life that Horace must have had in mind when he lamented the uselessness of all advice:


Why do you tire your small mind with eternal plans?



The reason for this common mistake is an optical illusion of the mind that everyone suffers from. At the beginning of life, our time seems to stretch out before us, yet when we look back at the end, it seems incredibly short. There is some benefit to this illusion, for without it, no great work would ever be completed.

Our life is like a journey. As we move forward, the landscape looks different than it did at the start, and it changes again as we get closer to our destination. This is exactly what happens with our wishes. We often find something else—perhaps even something better—than what we were originally looking for. Furthermore, we often discover what we seek on a path entirely different from the one where we began our vain search. Instead of finding the pleasure, happiness, and joy we expected, we gain experience, insight, and knowledge. These are real and lasting blessings, far better than the fleeting and false ones we once chased.

This idea runs through the novel Wilhelm Meister like the bass notes in a piece of music. Goethe’s work is a novel of the intellect, which makes it superior to all others—even those by Sir Walter Scott. Scott’s books are ethical, meaning they only look at human nature through the lens of the will. The same thought appears in The Magic Flute. That opera is strange and symbolic, painted in broad, rough strokes like stage scenery. The symbolism would be perfect if Tamino eventually gave up his desire for Pamina and was instead initiated into the mysteries of the Temple of Wisdom. It is only right that Papageno, his necessary opposite, succeeds in finding his Papagena.

Men of any real value soon realize they are in the hands of fate, and they gratefully accept the lessons life teaches them. They understand that the true fruit of life is experience, not happiness. They learn to be content with trading hope for deeper understanding. In the end, they can say, as Petrarch did:


I find no other pleasure than in learning.



It may be that they still follow their old wishes and goals for a while, playing with them just to keep up appearances. All the while, they are really only looking for instruction. This
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