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A Road Map to The Good Life- Happiness Through Virtuous Action 

What does it mean to be truly happy, and how can we find true happiness? In this essay, I 

will lay out my own definition of absolute happiness, as well as road map for how to achieve it.  

The backbone of my definition comes from the ideas of Aristotle, who was one of the 

first philosophers to begin thinking about what true happiness encompassed. In his work 

Nichomachean Ethics (349 BC), Aristotle termed true happiness “eudaimonia”- which meant 

being continually happy and content over a lifetime, rather than simply experiencing momentary 

pleasures. According to Aristotle, eudaimonia could be achieved by acting in accordance with 

proper virtue, which was the virtue of contemplation. When it comes to my own definition of the 

good life, I agree with Aristotle’s idea of action in accordance with virtue, though I have 

established and refined my own set of ideal virtues. These virtues are sobriety, independence, 

and benevolence.  

First, to be truly happy, one should embody the virtue of sobriety. Sobriety means living 

modestly, consuming only what one needs and having nothing in excess. There is great power 

and happiness that comes with having just “enough,” because anything in excess hinders our 

pursuit of happy life by distracting us from what really matters (Aristotle Book I, Section 8). 

With “enough,” one can focus on finding true happiness in themselves, instead of pursuing 

fleeting pleasures from excess material goods. Happiness, I believe, is a sense of deep 

contentedness with oneself and the way one is living their life- and this can never be fulfilled 
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through the superficial purchasing of material goods. The former president of Uruguay, Jose 

Mujica, sums up this idea perfectly: “Either you’re happy with very little, free of all that extra 

luggage, because you have happiness inside, or you don’t get anywhere” (Human). When one 

has “enough,” the goods in their possession align perfectly with their values, and they are happy. 

In the book Your Money of Your Life, authors Vicki Robin and Joseph Dominguez describe 

“enough” as the “point of maximum fulfillment”: “we have everything we need; there’s nothing 

extra to weigh us down, distract or distress us” (23). Overall, by acting with sobriety, we can 

make it so that everything we own/ buy is aiding our pursuit of happiness, not hindering it. As 

such, the virtue of sobriety is the cornerstone of a happy life. 

Practicing sobriety leads to a drastic lifestyle change: it allows us work less and live more 

(Robin and Dominguez 106). This change is brought about by reexamining our finances, and 

making sure they align perfectly with our passions. When one does this, they will be living a 

simpler life, though it will feel so much richer, because they will be spending their time and 

money only on things that bring them joy. With this reevaluation of how we spend our money 

(and our time), we can begin to pursue our dreams in the present, instead of saving them for 

retirement or “tomorrow.” 

 The second virtue is that of independence. This virtue is multifaceted and far-reaching: it 

encompasses thinking for oneself and questioning the norm, as well as maintaining the ability to 

be self-sufficient. First, by thinking independently, we can counteract consumerism and status 

anxiety on an individual level. Secondly, by practicing self-sufficiency (mending, gardening, 

etc.), we stay in touch with what makes us human (and happy). 

 Consumerism is perpetuated across all aspects of American culture: television, social 

media, and even politics reinforce Americans’ appetite to buy. We are constantly exposed to 
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advertisements and social cues which are deeply psychological and prey on our want for love 

and recognition from our peers. John Berger, in Ways of Seeing, describes this; “the publicity 

image steals [one’s] love for [themselves] as [they are], and offers it back to [them] for the price 

of the product” (134). However, happiness and love cannot be achieved through buying because 

there will always be something more to buy. This is exemplified in the cartoon Still Not Happy 

by Polyp, pictured in Figure 1 (Polyp). This cartoon shows an unhappy man atop a mountain of 

items that he bought thinking they would make him happy, yet have not. The culture of 

consumerism in America has turned us into mindless buying machines; we judge others based on 

the quality and quantity of their possessions, and we spend most of our free time consuming 

(shopping, getting a spa treatment, going out to dinner, etc.). Instead of reflecting on our values 

and spending in accordance with them, we are sucked into a constant cycle of working and 

buying.  This cycle skews our lifestyle from our values, and is in fact the opposite of living with 

sobriety and thinking independently. As such, this lifestyle can never make us happy, at least not 

in an absolute sense.  

 

Figure 1 
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 Counteracting consumerism on an individual level is as simple as us understanding the 

problem: when we understand that we are being exploited into buying, we will not be so easily 

controlled. In the film Minimalism: A Documentary About the Important Things, neuroscientist 

Sam Harris discusses how our growing understanding of science frames the problem, and thus 

should inform “our conception of what it means to live a good life” (Minimalism: A 

Documentary About the Important Things). He says: “I think we’re confused about what’s going 

to make us happy. [We] expect that gratifying each desire as it arises will somehow summate 

into a satisfying life” (Minimalism: A Documentary About the Important Things). Yet, it is 

proven that this model does not make us happier, as Juliet Schor shows in her work “The New 

Politics of Consumption”: “Twenty-five years ago, quality of life indicators began moving in an 

opposite direction from our measures of income,” proving that a life of consumption does not 

equate to happiness (210). This is because happiness is not just about satisfying one’s superficial 

wants, but about a sense of deep contentedness that can only come from within. When we 

understand that consumerism does not lead to happiness, we can counteract American consumer 

culture with independent thought, and define a happy life for ourselves. 

 Secondly, independence of thought can help us to alleviate our status anxiety (which is a 

cause of unhappiness). Status anxiety is defined by Alain de Botton in his work Status Anxiety; it 

is the worry “that we are in danger of failing to conform to the ideas of success laid down by our 

society and that we may as a result be stripped of dignity and status” (viii). Status anxiety causes 

us to feel unloved and out-of-place, which compels us to live a life driven by others’ opinions of 

us (in order to gain their love and validation). The result is that we do not live our lives 

deliberately; we live life by the standards of others, which goes against our own nature and leads 

to anxiety and unhappiness. By thinking independently, this worry is easily bypassed because we 



Ganley 5 
	  

have the power to choose which definition of success we want to adhere to: “status is available 

from, and awarded by, a variety of different audiences- industrialists, bohemians, families, [and] 

philosophers” (de Botton 292). Our choice between these audiences is entirely our own.  

Of the ideas presented in Alain de Botton’s book, the audience that I choose to define my 

status is the natural world. The natural world is vast and powerful, and will outlive me and my 

accomplishments by billions of years. With this realization, we can understand how small and 

insignificant we are as humans, and how any worldly status we accumulate does not matter in the 

long-run. As such, we can live our lives pursuing true happiness. Reminders of the size and 

power of the natural world come from being in nature or viewing it through art works, such as 

Frederic Edwin Church’s Niagara, pictured in Figure 2 (de Botton 240). This photo portrays 

both the beauty and the power of nature, and is a stunning reminder of our insignificance to some 

higher power. For me, this higher power is the law of nature (which is described by science). 

This belief reflects the transcendental ideology, which says that meaning is revealed through 

nature. Henry David Thoreau is a well-known transcendentalist, and the following quote from 

his book Walden embodies the way I feel nature alleviates status anxiety: 

“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts 

of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, 

discover that I had not lived” (Thoreau). 

In my definition of a happy life, it is important to spend time in nature, for it reminds us of the 

insignificance of our achievements, but also welcomes us to reflect and find our true selves 

within it. 



Ganley 6 
	  

 

 Status anxiety can also be remedied by finding an audience that aligns with your values 

via the internet. However, in many cases, the internet further perpetuates status anxiety. 

Personally, social media has been the largest source of my status anxiety. Our social media 

accounts (Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, etc.) have become the way we portray 

ourselves to our friends, family, and even our prospective employers. They are the edited, perfect 

version of ourselves, broadcast to the audience whose opinions we care the most about. This 

explains why we spend hours editing and captioning our posts, and care so much about how 

many likes we get or how many followers we have. I spent so much time caring about the way I 

portrayed myself to the world that I lost sight of my own values and passions. I recently deleted 

my Instagram and Twitter accounts (which I used to spend hours on daily), and I am so much 

happier and less stressed. I can focus on genuine human connections, and can spend more time 

doing things that make me truly happy, rather than just pretending to be happy for the sake of my 

online image. Thus, another aspect of eliminating status anxiety is to delete/ greatly limit one’s 

use of social media accounts. 

Figure 2 
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 Next, like consumerism, status anxiety can be alleviated through our understanding of our 

brains. Carol Dweck is an American psychologist, and the author of Mindset: The New 

Psychology of Success. In this book, she describes how changing the way we think about success 

and failure will transform our lives. She discusses a “growth” mindset, in which we do not 

perceive failure as a negative reflection on our abilities, but rather an opportunity to improve 

ourselves. This mindset turns status anxiety on its head- where we would feel like a failure for a 

bad grade or not knowing how to complete a challenging task at work, we now feel empowered 

to understand our mistakes or to delve into research and work harder to solve the problem. The 

difference it this: with a growth mindset, “failure can be a painful experience, but it does not 

define you” (Dweck 33). This mindset allows us to grow and expand our knowledge and abilities 

without fear of failure or societal judgement. As such, a growth mindset is important to living a 

happy and successful life in all aspects- from our professional lives to our relationships.  

While independence of thought is key to living a happy life, so is practicing 

independence in your lifestyle. This means that you should try to rely on yourself to supply your 

basic needs, and includes activities such as gardening and mending, as well as self-love. In the 

novel Brave New World, author Aldous Huxley describes a dystopian society in which labor is 

incredibly specialized and everyone exists in a state of constant pleasure. The problem is that the 

people in the society are practically manufactured to like their place in life, and as such, do not 

question anything (their government, their position, their purpose, etc.). Without self-reflection, 

and with their extreme reliance on the government and material possessions for happiness- are 

they really happy? Is their existence really human? Personally, I see self-sufficiency and self-

reflection as two of the defining aspects of our humanity, and I think true happiness comes from 
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exercising this humanity. As such, practicing a degree of self-sufficiency is an important part of 

acting in accordance with the virtue of independence. 

 The final virtue is benevolence, which is embodied in acts of kindness towards others. 

When acting benevolently, one should recognize the impact of their lives on the environment and 

the third-world, and attempt to reduce this impact. 

 First, it is important that we recognize the impact our lifestyle has on our planet. There 

are many modern-day initiatives that promote lifestyle changes to do this: recycling and 

composting are advocated, there are battery-operated cars, and solar panels are commonly 

installed on the roofs of homes. These actions aim at reducing our impacts, whether through 

producing less waste, using less energy, or lessening our carbon footprint.  

One benevolent action we should take is to adhere to the zero-waste initiative, which 

aims to produce as little trash as possible. One of the founders of this movement is Bea Johnson, 

who describes her lifestyle to Edward Humes in his book Garbology: Our Dirty Love Affair with 

Trash. Johnson’s zero-waste lifestyle includes making her own household cleaners, shopping in 

bulk with reusable containers, and using packaging-free toiletries (Humes 271). Her efforts 

significantly decrease her “102-ton trash legacy”- which is the amount of trash the average 

American is on track to generate in their lifetime (Humes 5). This is incredibly important, given 

that America’s landfills are filled with copious amounts of waste, much of which “will outlast 

any grave marker, pharaoh’s pyramid or modern sky-scraper” (Humes 5). 

Beyond reducing the waste produced from our households, we should be reducing the 

amount that we consume. By reducing consumption, we lessen our environmental impact and act 

in accordance with the first virtue, the virtue of sobriety. In the film The Story of Stuff, the 
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adverse effects of our consumption habits on the environment are discussed. The film points out 

that “For every one garbage can of waste you put out on the curb, 70 garbage cans of waste were 

made upstream to make the junk in that one garbage can you put out on the curb” (The Story of 

Stuff). By refusing to buy a product, we save the energy and resources used to make the product, 

and eliminate the waste we would produce by throwing it away.  

Refusing to buy not only alleviates our environmental impact, but also the impact our 

consumption has on the lives of those in third-world countries. The abundance of affordable 

goods in America is a result of companies’ exploitation of cheap labor in third-world countries. 

This is revealed in artist Michael Wolf’s installation The Real Toy Story, pictured in Figure 3 

(Wolf). In this installation, Wolf shows portraits of unhappy Chinese workers and the poor 

conditions of their factories, surrounded by an excess of toys that were made in China. Wolf’s 

work makes us question: At what expense are we able to access cheap goods? Do we really need 

these things, if this is the cost? We should strive to be ethical consumers by purchasing fair-trade 

products and products that we know were made by people who make fair wages. 

 

Figure 3 
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 Lastly, when practicing the virtue of benevolence, it is important to make sure that our 

actions are actually having a positive impact, not just making us feel good. For example, battery-

operated cars are recharged using electricity that is usually generated from coal, which is even 

worse for our planet than gasoline. Further, when one person changes their lifestyle, the net 

positive impact they have is almost negligible. In acting benevolently, then, it is important that 

we create change beyond a personal level by advocating for meaningful policy changes in our 

government, encouraging our friends to adopt our lifestyle, and voting with our dollars by 

refusing to buy unethical products. Overall, acting with benevolence requires the realization that 

“we can do noble acts without ruling earth and sea” (Aristotle Book X, Section 8), and that the 

noblest and happiest life comes when our negative impacts on our planet and the lives of our 

fellow humans are outweighed by positive ones. 

Ultimately, action in accordance with the virtues of sobriety, independence, and 

benevolence will lead to a happy and fulfilled life. These virtues allow us to dismiss societal 

values that are making us unhappy (such as consumerism or status anxiety), and instead 

formulate and live by our own definition of a fulfilling life. By clearing the clutter coming from 

social media, our judgmental peers, and our excess possessions/spending, we can begin to 

introspect and find happiness inside. With a true understanding of ourselves, our dreams become 

evident and achievable, and our actions align with our values; for me, this is the fundamental 

goal of a happy life. My road map to happiness, and my advice to you in your personal pursuit of 

it, is summed by Nelson Mandela’s famous words: “May your choices reflect your hopes, not 

your fears” (Good Reads). 
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