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What the Great Books Tell us About Finding Fulfillment 

Men have probably always wondered what exactly it takes to live a good life. There is no 

better way to answer the question than by listening to great writers and looking at the lives of 

historical figures. The Sisters of St. Xenia Skete write that literary cultivation is essential to 

understanding virtue in Western culture, and that “An uncultivated soul seldom has the 

discernment and balance to see clearly and honestly, nor the sensitivity to feel deeply, nor the 

intensity to strive wholeheartedly, nor the idealism to reach uncompromisingly for what is truest 

and best” (2). Let us therefore read the great books. When we do so, we see a pattern relating 

people’s happiness in life to where they place their focus. Specifically, when people are 

self-absorbed, they tend to be unhappy. When people focus their energy on others, and step 

outside of themselves, they find true fulfillment. The great books of Western culture show us that 

the good life is achieved by actively striving to serve other people. 

First, consider what can be shown to us by some of the great works of fiction. In Homer’s 

epic The Iliad, Achilles and Agamemnon are two highly egocentric figures. Agamemnon is too 

proud to reconcile with his rival Achilles, thereby protracting the length of the Trojan War by 

years. He cares nothing about the thousands and thousands of warriors’ lives he is wasting. He 

only cares about his honor. Achilles is likewise too proud to fight on behalf of Agamemnon 

without being compensated. He too cares nothing for the wasted lives. Later, when Achilles has a 
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choice of sparing prince Hector’s life, and his own, or killing Hector and dying gloriously, he 

chooses the latter for the sake of his own hatred and glory (Iliad 470). Agamemnon is murdered 

by his adulterous wife as soon as he returns home, and Achilles admits to regretting his 

single-minded decision when Odysseus visits him in the underworld in The Odyssey (201). 

Achilles and Agamemnon both live self-interested lives which end miserably. 

Dostoevsky’s novel The Brothers Karamazov illustrates the concept as well. The oldest 

Karamazov brother, Dmitri, is unruly, unconcerned about others, and worries only about sensual 

gratification; he is in practice a hedonist. It is not until he is arrested for a crime that he did not 

commit that he is forced to shift his focus from himself. He has a dream about the poor, shivering 

women and children living on the steppe, and he feels an urge to help them. The dream prompts 

him to do something he has never done before: to think outside of his own problems – to do 

something beneficial for others. Although he is innocent of the alleged crime, he is willing to go 

to exile on behalf of all guilty people: “It’s for the ‘wee one’ that I will go. Because everyone is 

guilty for everyone else… And I’ll go for all of them, because there must be someone who will 

go for all of them” (Dostoevsky 591). Dmitri’s soul is changed. He is content amidst disaster 

because he knows that he is serving others. Dmitri’s younger brother and the hero of the novel, 

Alyosha, is the epitome of selflessness. His life is completely dedicated to others; he does 

nothing for his own sake. He is also by far the most content and admirable person in the novel. 

Conversely, their brother Ivan, an intellectual, does not believe in God, virtue, or self-sacrifice. 

He tries his hardest to detach himself from others, and he denies any personal responsibility to 

his family. He is also lost in life. He views life as meaningless, and he plans to throw his life 
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away as soon as he is too old to enjoy himself anymore. The result of his philosophy is a nervous 

breakdown. People who care nothing for others usually end up unhappy. 

Nonfictional literature, both historical and philosophical, displays this too. Aristotle says 

that the good of the community is superior to that of the individual: "For even if the good of the 

community coincides with that of the individual, it is clearly a greater and more perfect thing to 

achieve and preserve that of a community” (Aristotle 5). Thus, it may be concluded that a life 

devoted to the good of the community is superior to one devoted to the good of oneself. 

Livy says it more directly. He believes that the general discontent in modern Roman 

society is due to the decline in virtue. Speaking of Rome’s better times, he says, “Indeed, 

poverty, with us, went hand in hand with contentment. Of late years wealth has made us greedy, 

and self-indulgence has brought us, through every form of sensual excess, to be, if I may so put 

it, in love with death both individual and collective” (Livy 30). He believes people are too 

concerned with sensuality and selfish comforts to worry about living virtuously. Throughout his 

history, the most generally criticized people are the ones who are self-centered, while the most 

commendable figures are the ones who dedicate themselves to the service of others. The 

Tarquins, for example, ruled Rome with a selfish agenda, while Cincinnatus sincerely strove to 

serve the public without any personal incentive. Livy shows that the service of others is what 

makes up a good life. 

Burke thinks the same thing Livy does. He laments, in Reflections on the Revolutions in 

France, that the age of chivalry and virtue is past. He accredits to those two qualities the 

greatness of European civilization: “all the good things which are connected with manners and 

with civilization, have, in this European world of ours, depended for ages upon two principles, 
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and were, indeed, the result of both combined: I mean the spirit of a gentleman, and the spirit of 

religion” (Burke 448). Burke believes that a social hierarchy is good, that upper classes are better 

qualified to govern, and that this system is conducive to general contentment. However, he also 

believes that virtue is even more important than wealth, and that all people are equal in their 

capacity for virtue. He states, “There is no qualification for government but virtue and wisdom, 

actual or presumptive. Wherever they are actually found, they have, in whatever state, condition, 

profession, or trade, the passport of Heaven to human place and honor” (Burke 438). Thus, virtue 

is the equalizer. And what is virtue, especially in a leader, if not a commitment to serving others? 

A final example is Thoreau’s account of his time at Walden Pond. It is clear in reading 

Walden that Thoreau is trying really hard to live a good life. He wants to attain a higher and 

more meaningful existence, but he misses out on an essential element. In his aversion to idleness, 

gossip, charity, and social overexposure, Thoreau disregards the aspect of humanity that is 

community. He totally throws the baby out with the bathwater. While he claims to never get 

lonely or crave human interaction, he also admits that he regularly enjoys going to town to 

socialize (213). Although Thoreau conscientiously tries to live a good life, he is still completely 

wrapped up in himself. In the end, he leaves Walden unfulfilled because his secluded lifestyle is 

unsustainable. He fails to recognize that the most fulfilling kind of life is the life focused on 

others. 

How are these lessons of classic literature relevant to me? I am a member of a community 

called family. Within my family, as in most families, I have various roles and responsibilities, 

but also much freedom. Sometimes my interests seem to conflict with those of other family 

members, but I have learned to choose my battles. It is the difference between complaining about 
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daily obligations and actively finding out what I can do to help my parents and siblings. It is the 

difference between acting hostilely towards a sibling I am annoyed with and suppressing my 

irritation, for the sake of the family. I have found that the less self-absorbed I am, and the more 

effort I focus on others in the family, the happier we all are. My experience in my family 

coincides with what the great writers and figures of Western culture have shown leads to a good 

life. I am happier and my own life becomes better when I choose to focus outward. 

This idea that the best life is achieved by focusing on others is universal. It is not just 

recognized by Christians like Dostoevsky. Aristotle and Livy are not Christians, and yet they 

believe it too. But while Aristotle is right that serving others leads to happiness, his philosophy is 

incomplete. He thinks that happiness is the end goal, the greatest good. He asks, “what is the 

highest of all practical goods? Well, so far as the name goes there is pretty general agreement. ‘It 

is happiness,’ say both ordinary and cultured people” (Aristotle 7). But the end goal is not, in 

fact, to achieve happiness. It is instead, as the church fathers teach, to become like God. The way 

that we become like God is through serving others, since that is what Christ did. St. Clement of 

Rome explains it: “his [a person’s] eyes should be fixed on the good of the whole community 

rather than on his own personal advantage… It was in love that the Lord drew us to himself; 

because of the love he bore us, our Lord Jesus Christ, at the will of God, he gave his blood for us 

– His flesh for our flesh, his life for our lives” (Staniforth 33). The ultimate purpose of life is not 

happiness, like Aristotle says. Instead, the purpose of life is to become like God. Serving others 

makes us like God, and happiness is a byproduct of our doing what we were designed to do. It is 

an indication that we are on the right track. 
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