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Surviving Civilization: Three Searches for a Serene Life 

Jon Krakauer’s “Into the Wild” and Werner Herzog’s Grizzly Man are the stories of two 

men searching for happiness and purpose in life.  Similar to one another “Into the Wild” and 

Grizzly Man follow the paths and choices of the men on their journey into the wilderness of 

Alaska.  Traveling two separate paths, their lives would soon lead to the same place and 

eventually come to an abrupt halt.  Lao-Tzu’s famous short book of Chinese mystical 

philosophy, the Tao-te Ching, tries to exemplify a better way of living.  Through its presentation 

of ideas and the thoughts behind them, it lays the groundwork for perfect living.  In searching for 

methods leading toward a serene lifestyle the Tao-te Ching, “Into the Wild,” and Grizzly Man 

display similarities in their characters’ disregard for danger and in their methods of altering 

reality; nevertheless, Lao-Tzu’s Tao-te Ching would differ in McCandless and Treadwell’s view 

of gaining independence from civilization: Lao-Tzu does not advocate just abandoning society.  

 A blatant disregard for danger was one of the major elements to the linkage between the 

main characters in the Tao-te Ching, “In the Wild,” and Grizzly Man.  To Lao-Tzu, McCandless, 

and Treadwell nature simply held liberating and harmonious attributes.  In true reality, the three 

men never fully took into regard the danger it contained.  For example, in the Tao-te Ching, Lao-

Tzu claims that our safety can be guaranteed in virtually any situation once we have gained the 

wisdom to disregard what we found to be fearful (26).  Similarly, Krakauer’s “Into the Wild” 

would also exemplify this same disregard during McCandless’s journey into Alaska’s 
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wilderness.  Despite his plan to travel to a foreign place, Krakauer acknowledged that 

McCandless never attempted to learn the survival skills necessary to live wholly off the land or 

in the wilderness (303).  Krakauer noted, McCandless “was fully aware when he entered the 

bush that he had given himself a perilously slim margin for error.  He knew precisely what was 

at stake” (303).  In addition, Herzog’s documentary of Timothy Treadwell would also display a 

similar disregard for danger during Treadwell’s stay in Alaska’s Grizzly Maze.  For instance, 

during one of Treadwell’s video recordings he claimed that anyone who would attempt to camp 

in grizzly country, as he had done, would be in extreme peril.  He concluded that although he had 

triumphantly survived an extensive stay with the bears, he knew his conquest of living among 

them would soon come to an end (Grizzly Man).  Conclusively, Lao-Tzu, McCandless, and 

Treadwell demonstrated their disregard for danger through their thoughts and actions.  

Through their longing to create their lifestyle Lao-Tzu, McCandless, and Treadwell 

would similarly create methods in altering their reality.  During Lao-Tzu’s description of the Tao 

he claimed, “If powerful men and women could center themselves in it, the whole world would 

be transformed by itself, in its natural rhythms.  People would be content with their simple, 

everyday lives, in harmony, and free of desire” (25).  Similarly, during his search for the most 

barren piece of land in Alaska, McCandless would come to share in the desire to alter reality.  

Krakauer observed that once McCandless was able to liberate himself from utilizing a map, he 

was able to create what he thought to be the perfect uninhabited location in Alaska (298).  

Consequently, McCandless had actually stumbled onto a well-known charted area of the map, 

centered between campgrounds, a national park, and a major highway (Krakauer 292).  

Additionally, Herzog’s Grizzly Man would exhibit Treadwell’s alterations of reality during his 

stay in Alaska’s “Grizzly Maze.”  While interviewing a park employee, Herzog learned that the 
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poaching of bears on Kodiac Island was actually an unusual occurrence, yet Treadwell felt as if 

his calling in life was to protect the bears.  He felt as if he was the bear’s only savior from human 

predators, and thought all humans venturing to grizzly country were predators (Grizzly Man).  

Oddly enough, the three men thought by somehow altering reality, their actions would lead them 

closer toward the serene life they had yearned for. 

 Furthermore, McCandless and Treadwell would also relate in their efforts to gain 

independence from civilization, but would differ from Lao-Tzu’s view of remaining in the reality 

of society.  Both McCandless and Treadwell felt by resorting to nature they would be able to flee 

the prisons of civilization, and hoped they would inevitably find the freedom they were in search 

for.  For example, Chris McCandless asserted his freedom by writing “[n]o longer to be poisoned 

by civilization he flees, and walks alone upon the land to become lost in the wild” (qtd. in 

Krakauer 291).  Similarly, Herzog’s documentary Grizzly Man, would also exhibit Treadwell’s 

keenness to be away from humanity during his wilderness adventure.  As acknowledged by 

Herzog, Treadwell craved nature; he had established that his true desire was to leave the 

imprisonments society had to offer him.  For this reason, he had chosen to spend thirteen 

summers in the Alaska wilderness, many times all alone and without any human contact (Grizzly 

Man).  Lao-Tzu on the other hand, had a different view on leaving the home in search of greener 

pastures.  He states, “[h]e dwells in reality, and lets all illusions go” (Lao-Tzu 26).  Lao-Tzu 

believed once people centered themselves in the knowledge of the “Tao-te Ching” they would be 

content in their entire lives and would rid of any urge to leave their homes (18-31).  In 

conclusion, although McCandless and Treadwell would demonstrate a certain enthusiasm to flee 

from civilization, Lao-Tzu displayed a different view of remaining in the reality of society.   
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In summary, Lao-Tzu, McCandless, and Treadwell desired to live a more satisfactory or 

serene lifestyle and would therefore share the same disregard for danger and the same openness 

to altering reality; yet, the two Americans would differ from the Chinese sage, Lao-Tzu, in that 

they desired to free themselves from society whereas Lao-Tzu sought the Way for best leading 

people in society.  Through their searches for a more appealing life, the men based their thoughts 

and actions primarily on the predictions of future outcomes.  Unfortunately, how could the men 

guarantee a favorable outcome?  As Professor Daniel Gilbert states in “The Futile Pursuit of 

Happiness,” “if it’s difficult to figure out what makes us happy in the moment, how can we 

predict what will make us happy in the future” (Gertner 169)?  Only Lao-Tzu seemed to 

recognize the importance of letting things develop to see where they might go.  He advocated 

patience and sometimes a lack of action in order to find the best or happiest outcome.  In that 

way, the ancient sage seems to have known what the best psychologists today tell us about 

pursuing happiness: prediction is one thing and letting things happen on their own is another, and 

finding true happiness depends on a person knowing when to act and when not to.     
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