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The Introductory Spiel

The unexamined life is not worth living

                                                               — Socrates

The famed ancient Greek philosopher’s bold declaration is emblematic of philosophy in general—equal parts profound, pompous, and patently debateable. Truth be told, many people are perfectly content going about an unexamined life. Who’s to say what lives are worthy and what lives are not?

Besides, life is looking pretty good these days. Once-dreaded diseases like polio and tuberculosis have been vanquished. Medical treatments that slice and dice the human genome are just around the corner. An endless smorgasbord of foods and wondrous material goods from around the world line store shelves for our choosing, or if we prefer, delivered to our door. A lifetime of entertainment media is available at our fingertips on command. We bask in the spirit of human progress that has swept our species off our feet onto the dusty surface of the moon and, in the not-too-distant future, Mars. This is the best time in human history to be alive.

Sure, we can all name things that could make our personal lives better. Few would say no to an extra week of paid vacation or, for the singles among us, more success in the crapshoot of online dating, but being versed in a personal philosophy is likely not on the list—nor does it have to be. With due respect to Socrates, an unexamined life is worth living. 

A more accurate if less provocative assertion is that an examined life is worth living more. Finding a philosophy of life for the happily happy is a value-added proposition. It is a sixth sense and guiding force that makes the experience of the world and our place in it richer and assured. Your ride in life is upgraded from a BMW to a Maserati.

On the other hand, maybe you’re driving a BMW that feels like a Hyundai. There’s a nagging feeling that something about modern life isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Why do so many feel isolated from family and friends despite our ability to communicate at the speed of light? Why do some suffer from chronic boredom while chasing the latest and greatest electronic gadgets? Why are we overwhelmed balancing our work and personal lives even though technology makes us more productive than ever before? In a world filled to the brim with material abundance and pleasurable experiences, why do we often feel so empty? 

Answers to these questions start with a critical look at the state of the world and what it has on offer. Western society today is founded on the backs of capitalism and political liberalism, two systems that drive continual change. Our economic system of market competition incentivizes innovation of all kinds, both revolutionary (like smartphones) and contrived (like curved TVs). It also leaves a trail of destruction in its wake, bulldozing over the inefficient and the unfashionable. The cheerleaders of capitalism revere the gospel of “creative destruction.” 

Liberalism, the dominant political ideology today, is also a shit-disturber. In its broadest sense, Liberalism encompasses economic liberals, social liberals (progressives), and libertarians, which combined make up the vast majority of the Western political pie. Economic liberals promote creative destruction in the capitalist system. Social liberals also disdain the status quo, working to advance human welfare through technology, social reform, and government intervention. Libertarians, for their part, hold a deep skepticism of authority, pushing individual liberty and political freedom up to the edge of social anarchy. 

In the zeal for scientific discoveries, technological innovations, social progress, and ever-expanding personal freedoms, the unenlightened beliefs, customs, and institutions of the past—antiquated social systems—were jettisoned at a breakneck pace. At the turn of the 20th century, sociologist Max Weber witnessed this process at work, characterizing the devaluation of religion as “the disenchantment of the world.” Today, the influence of the church in public life has waned to the point where few would notice if it disappeared off the face of the earth. Also gone are the days when marriage between two people was a business transaction, or when birthright dictated one’s lot in life. Few of us will miss these outdated ideas of the past, but those beliefs, customs and institutions were often, for better or for worse, a source of morals, meaning, and purpose. We’ve ditched the cart for a rocket ship in our quest for human advancement and, in the process, we’ve lost the fuel that drives us. 

 

I Can’t Get No Satisfaction

The Greek philosopher Aristotle said that nature abhors a vacuum. There is a felt absence in many people’s lives that needs filling, so it’s no surprise that the self-help industry is now worth more than $10 billion dollars worldwide.1 Between motivational books, personal development seminars, life coaches, and astrology readings, what exactly are people hoping to find? Happiness? Meaning? Purpose? Self-realization? 

The desire for happiness doesn’t require much explanation. It is as self-evident as our breath. Happiness at its most basic is a collection of positive emotions. We may experience pleasure in eating an ice cream cone, joy when mobbed by a gang of puppies, satisfaction from completing a DIY home renovation, or gratitude when a stranger gives you spare change for the bus. 

Here’s the problem: Although happiness is almost always triggered by an external event in our environment, psychology research shows that the event itself has very little influence on the level of happiness we feel. Most of our happiness depends on a combination of our genetic predisposition to happiness (which we’re stuck with), and our attitude and actions (which we can change).2

 Events are by definition transitory. People adapt surprisingly quickly to change and return to their baseline mood. Are you ecstatic from a new car, promotion at work, getting married or having a child? Over time, spikes in happiness inevitably revert to the baseline. Even in the face of extreme situations like winning the lottery or becoming paralyzed in a terrible accident, studies have shown the reported happiness between past winners, paraplegics, and a control group are not drastically different.3 The stratospheric highs and unfathomable lows are only temporary. It seems we are stuck running on a treadmill, chasing the next happiness high, only to fall back to the starting line each time. Is there anything that can get us off this disappointment machine?

Moreover, if the experience of positive emotions in and of itself is our only aim, then we’d all be content hooking up our veins to an unending supply of dopamine, zombied out in pure bliss. Such a life would repulse most people. Perhaps a different desire like a meaning to the world is, well, more meaningful. 

Human beings are storytellers at heart. We want to make sense of the world through a coherent narrative that explains why things are the way they are. Who doesn’t love that “ah ha!” moment at the end of a carefully constructed detective mystery when all the pieces fit together? Our primeval ancestors felt this yearning for meaning when confronted with the perplexing question of thunder and lightning, and created stories of God or gods. It’s the same yearning that led to scientific theories of sound and electricity to explain the same things today.

 This desire for meaning is also responsible for why the Virgin Mary inhabits people’s breakfast toast with unusual frequency and why QAnon is somehow a thing. We find patterns in random burn marks. We make up crazy theories to explain complex events. We inhabit a world of stories we create or choose to our liking. And once we’ve found ones that are narratively satisfying, they become our belief system. 

Tied to our quest for meaning is our struggle for purpose. What role do we play in the cosmic story? If only we understood the purpose of our being, then like actors in a play, we could embrace the role and act out our lives with conviction. Sadly, the stories the modern world offers us aren’t exactly rousing. Scientists tell us our biological purpose is to spread our genes. Political leaders tell us our social purpose is to work, consume, and grow the economy. Eat, buy, and fuck—is this story of our existence worth living for? 

Maybe what’s worth living for can’t be known until we come to truly know our selves. Feel free to mock the wide-eyed university grads taking a gap year to find themselves, literally and metaphorically, on the beaches of Phuket and the brothels of Amsterdam, but maybe they’re onto something. By stepping out of the shadow of where they came, the “authentic” self is given the chance to let loose. Without the social pressures of home, there is freedom to test their character, reflect on their innermost feelings, and uncover their personality and values in new situations. 

However, one wonders whether this different “self” that hitchhikes on the backroads of Bolivia is really any more authentic. Sure, there may not be the social pressures of having a respectable job, making money, and having kids, but new ones take their place. There’s pressure to ration the $3,000 in their savings account and avoid asking mom for money, pressure to tell a cool travel story in the company of fellow backpackers. There’s even pressure to find something profound in the experience. In one way or another, expectations from some part of society will find a way to seep into the self, wherever we are. As much as Western culture mythologizes individuality and personal liberty, we remain social—and socially nurtured—creatures. 

It’s easy to drown in these big ideas, especially when our society by and large has abandoned the old social systems that, for all their faults, at least attempted to address them. Nowadays, every individual is left to their own devices, floundering about trying to grab a hold of something. Luckily there are rescue ships that have already charted a course through these treacherous waters. These ships are called philosophies of life, and there is something aboard each one to fuel its crew’s morale.

 

Not your Typical PHIL 101

The word philosophy may be inducing a yawn already, especially for those who have suffered through tedious logic problems and esoteric debates in university classes. You want to know the meaning of life while your professor is more interested in probing the meaning of “meaning.” In the academic world of modern philosophy, mostly men (and some women) whittle away the day pondering why beauty is beautiful, if 1+1 really is 2, and whether or not they actually exist. It is all utterly fascinating and all utterly useless.

 The philosophy in this book is not about nonsense; practical matters are our concern. Instead of falling down bottomless rabbit holes, philosophies of life are made of sturdy stuff that can be climbed upon to gain a broader view of the world and one’s place in it. With a higher vantage point, we gain a newfound clarity on how best to navigate the obstacles we face. 

As we shall see, philosophies of life explore more expansive conceptions of happiness, some of which are more intuitive than others. They offer a variety of stories to develop meaning and imbue our lives with purpose. Some will encourage deep internal reflection as a means of discovery and self-improvement. Others will push back against any celebration of the self or even question its very existence. 

A philosophy of life traditionally has three components. First, there’s the metaphysics, or the belief on the fundamental nature of the world and on existence itself. For example, is the universe ordered or chaotic? Are human beings free-willed or fated? Are the things perceived by the senses real or illusory? What does it mean to be a “thing”? 

Even though different philosophers will focus on different questions, and those that tackle the same question will propose different answers, all of them will piece together a story. Each story is a set of beliefs with its own internal logic, like a ship floating in a sea of doubt, and each can be a refuge during the inevitable storms that come and go in life. The question then becomes which vessel to board. 

The metaphysics is used to justify the second component: ethics. This is the set of principles that guide our conduct aboard the ship we reside. Think of it as the ship’s operating procedure. Each vessel is built a certain way and requires its crew to behave harmoniously with its design. What’s right and what’s wrong depends on the particulars of the ship. Carrying an extra sail might be the right thing to do on a sailboat, but the wrong thing to do on a canoe.

Finally, a philosophy of life provides practical guidance in the realm of the everyday, not just on a metaphorical ship. It is philosophy lived and breathed, turning words from gibberish to wisdom through application.

In theory, metaphysics, ethics, and practice work together in building a stable three-legged philosophical stool to sit on. In reality, the relationship between metaphysics and ethics isn’t always straightforward or even that important. And to be frank, metaphysics is the leg most susceptible to charges of bullshit. The culture that operates aboard a ship can arguably be compelling on its own without a thorough technical understanding of the ship itself. To prioritize “living” over “philosophizing,” the ethics and its practical examples will be the primary focus of this book and the metaphysics will be touched upon as needed.  

In an ideal world, each one of us would build our own ship and develop our own procedures, custom-fit to our individual needs. Unfortunately, this takes an inordinate amount of time and mental effort. Most people nowadays can’t find the time to cook a decent dinner, let alone the mental bandwidth to philosophize after a full day’s work. The next best option then is to browse the selection of ready-made philosophies on the shelf. 

 

Choosing your Ship

Luckily, there is no shortage of choice. Over the course of human history, an array of philosophies has emerged that can guide our daily lives. We will tour through eight of humanity's greatest hits, surveying ideas from ancient Greco-Roman and Asian traditions that have survived in the popular imagination, as well as more modern schools of thought. 

Despite downplaying the importance of metaphysics, it is still useful to have at least a cursory understanding of how the philosophies in this book view the world and to appreciate the context in which their accompanying ethics were developed. Criminally brief, completely incomplete two-sentence summaries of each one’s metaphysics are presented below:

 


		Buddhism: The things in this world are impermanent and without concrete identity or essence. Consciousness is the sum of physical and psychological constituents which forms the illusion of a “self.”



 


		Confucianism: Things have an inherent nature that responds spontaneously to its environment. Qi is the vital force that permeates the natural world and through living things; it flows through human beings as emotions and desires.



 


		Daoism: The division and differentiation of things in the world can be traced to a single and pervasive originating force: the dao. Everything naturally interconnects, changes, and forms part of a whole.



 


		Aristotelianism: The ultimate states of being are substances, which are a combination of matter (the stuff something is made of) and form (an idealized kind of thing it is). Everything has a natural purpose towards which it aims.



 


		Stoicism: The world comprises matter and pneuma, a “tensile motion” that acts inwards to give objects their unity and outwards to give objects their quality. The world operates through the direction of a rational force and events are determined completely by existing causes.



 


		Epicureanism: The world consists of atoms and void space. Physical objects are made from atoms and all phenomena result from interactions between atoms, including our sensory perceptions and the workings of the mind.



 


		Existentialism: Traditional metaphysical questions are rejected since they cannot be definitively answered by rational argument. The world can only be understood through subjective first-person conscious experience, which includes sensory perception, imagination, emotion, desire, and action.



 


		Secular Humanism: The physical universe that can be measured and observed by science is all that exists. Human beings, while uniquely self-aware and moral, developed from a natural evolutionary process.



 

Although an attempt is made to connect key metaphysical ideas to the philosophy with which it is most commonly associated, they are not necessarily exclusive to one. Ideas are exchanged, adapted and altered all the time, particularly within the ancient Greco-Roman and Asian civilizations. For example, Aristotelianism, Stoicism, and Epicureanism all recognize the existence of pneuma but define it in different ways. The same is true of the dao in East Asian Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. 

Don’t get too hung up on the metaphysical ideas. The art of living well rests squarely on the shoulders of ethics. If ethics were an artwork, then the metaphysics would be the artist statement—frequently inscrutable and unnecessary to the reflexive  enjoyment of the art. And so, it is the ethics of each philosophy that will drive the discussion in the following chapters.

Religious philosophies such as Christianity and Islam are intentionally left out. Religious ethics derive its power from the will and rule of supernatural forces or beings, and the effectiveness of religion in providing guidance for a way of living is contingent on their existence. In other words, the strength of their ethics is inextricably tied to the strength of their metaphysics. Not that a life based in religion can’t be a good way to live, but it requires a massive leap of faith. Without the incontestable  existence  of  higher  powers as a backstop, the ethics  of religion often stand on shaky rational ground. After all, there is a reason for their decline in the modern age.

It would be a lie to say the philosophies included in this book are free from religious influence. In fact, the boundary between religion and philosophy, particularly ancient ones, is fuzzy at best. We will try to carve out the religious components, even if it can get a bit messy. However, it is a worthwhile endeavor, for a considerable amount of philosophical meat remains on the secular bones.

At the other extreme, philosophies of infuriating logic that border on unliveable are also left out. The ethics of the 18th century German philosopher Immanuel Kant comes to mind, who championed the idea of the categorical imperative—a universal and unconditional adherence to a moral rule no matter the context or consequences. 

A common example of the categorical imperative is a rule to never lie, which has eyebrow-raising implications in the classic axe murderer problem. If an axe murderer comes to your house and asks you where your friend (and his next victim) is, you are ethically bound not to lie. Kantian ethicists bend over backwards to resolve this logically correct but intuitively wrong action. One potential solution is to tell a deceptive truth instead. Still, no matter how clever the “out,” one would hope a philosophy of life doesn’t need to resort to loopholes and semantic games. 

The philosophies presented herein occupy a middle ground, neither blindly following the command of angels nor the solution of machines. That would be too easy and too easily abused. Think of the historic injustices in the name of religion or the frustration of being treated unfairly by an unbending bureaucracy. The point isn’t to subsume ourselves to doctrine and rules. Rather, we should root our personal philosophy in reasoned reflection while respecting our individual temperament, life experiences, and desires.  

The goal here is
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