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ABBREVIATIONS

NE   Nichomachean Ethics

EE  Eudemian Ethics, Aristotle’s first ethical treatise which is appreciably similar to the Nichomachean Ethics

Pol. Politics

Meta. Metaphysics

Phys. Physics

De Gael.   De Caelo (On the Heavens)

Rhet. Rhetoric

Top. Topics

Poet. Poetics

De Part.  De Partibus Animalium (On the Parts of Animals)

De Div.   De Divinatione per Somnum (On Prophesying by Dreams)


NOTE

Aristotle refers exclusively to “man,” and there are times when, in order to avoid making the text too heavy, I too have used the word “man” in the generic sense. In Aristotle’s day, men were considered to be superior to women. Therein lies one of the shortcomings of his ethics. Today we would refer more readily and appropriately to “human beings,” “people,” or “men and women.”


INTRODUCTION





Happiness, whatever else people may say, is the great concern of our life. A brief inquiry will easily bear this out. We would only have to ask people rushing to work, strolling about the streets, or chatting over a drink, “What are you looking for in life?” Some might say, “success at work, promotion”; others, “marriage, starting a family” or “a peaceful life without conflict,” or “a salary increase, a holiday in the sun, a good time with friends.” But if we were to press them further, “Why do you want to be successful, earn a salary increase, start a family, or have an enjoyable holiday?” their answer would no doubt be, “Because it would make me happy.”

To be happy, to know happiness, is the great desire of every man and woman. We may differ perhaps in the means by which we attain happiness, but we all want to be happy. That is our great aspiration.

Caught up as we are in the business of living and our various activities, it is true that we do not often ask ourselves, “Why am I doing this, what am I looking for?” Yet this is the unavoidable question about the meaning of life. And as soon as we ask ourselves that question, we start to philosophize.

Why is a human being created? For what happiness? That is the question the Greek philosophers posed, the question the Jewish people asked, the question central to Jesus’ message in the Beatitudes. It is the question that has existed in the hearts of men and women of all times, backgrounds, races, and religions. It is humanity’s eternal question.

Aristotle is one of the great witnesses to this quest for happiness. His thinking was not that of an ideologue, but based on human facts and personal experience. That was what led him to propound his ethics of happiness in order to help people to look more clearly into themselves and to find their own fulfillment. He did so 2,400 years ago, but his thinking spans the centuries and is still relevant to us today.

Aristotle believes in human intelligence. He is convinced that what distinguishes human beings from animals is the capacity to think, to know and analyze reality, to make choices, to orient our lives in one direction or another. He does not accept that we are merely a collection of predestined desires or impulses. He thinks that each of us is, to a greater or lesser extent, master of our own life and destiny.

Aristotle does not, however, seek merely to reiterate moral axioms. Nor does he wish to prompt people by external means to be just, to seek the truth, and to obey laws. What he wants to do is lay the foundations of a moral science with thinking that stems from humanity’s deep desires. His fundamental question is not “What ought we to do?” but “What do we really want?” His ethics are not those of law. Rather, they look closely at humanity’s deepest inclinations in order to bring them to their ultimate fulfillment. Aristotle’s ethics are not therefore based on an idea but on the desire for fullness of life inscribed in every human being.

Aristotle’s ethics require that we work on ourselves. We might be disappointed that they do not provide us with the clear moral guidelines for action that we are seeking, or with the principles that we might expect ethics to propound. Instead Aristotle invites us to look for and discern those guidelines within ourselves. “What is your deepest desire, hidden perhaps beneath other, more superficial desires?” It is for us to work that out.

Aristotle’s thinking is not without its limitations, and we shall look at those in the conclusion to this book. He is often criticized for being too comfortable with slavery and the subordination of women. In his defence, we should bear in mind that nearly two and a half millennia separate him from us. The interim years have seen the birth of Christianity, the emergence of big cities, all the discoveries of science, and an extraordinary evolution in the way in which men and women live. All this has led human beings to new discoveries about themselves and the roles of men and women. Women are no longer — as in Aristotle’s day, when infant mortality was high — completely tied to the task of giving birth to children and looking after the family. Women can now more readily take their place in society, without neglecting their role as mothers in the process.

If there are deficiencies in Aristotle’s thinking, there are also things of significant value. He wants to take into account the whole of human reality, not to create a system of ethics that is purely ideological. His ethics integrate the dimensions of the body and affectivity, as well as that of pleasure. They afford friendship a generous place, for Aristotle is convinced that it is impossible to be happy all on ones own: “For without friends no one would choose to live” (NE 1155a3). In a broader sense, happiness has a social or civic dimension. The man who wishes to be fully human cannot remain a stranger to city life.

It is this profound sense of reality and human reality that has always interested me about Aristotle, and well before the foundation of l’Arche. When I was thirteen, I entered a British naval school. It was wartime and I wanted to serve in the armed forces against the grave threat of Nazi power. I left the navy eight years later because I had begun to ask myself the question, “Is this really what I want to do with my life?” I had allowed myself to be drawn into the navy for the commendable reason of serving my country. I left the navy because of a deeper questioning: “What do I want to do with my life? What will make me a fully accomplished man?”

My departure from the navy led me to seek the meaning of life in my Christian faith, in Jesus’ message of peace and his vision of humanity. I also sought answers from philosophers, and from wise men and women who were convinced of the beauty and value of human beings. That was how I came across the works of Aristotle.

And so I immersed myself in his philosophy and especially in his ethics. In 1962 I defended a doctoral thesis at the Catholic Institute in Paris on “Happiness as Principle and End of Aristotelian Ethics.” My research into the basis of Aristotelian ethics brought me a great deal of light and helped me to grasp the connection between ethics, psychology, and spirituality. Psychology helps us to understand human behaviour and grasp the fears and blockages that are in us, in order to help us free ourselves of them. Spirituality is like a breath of inspiration that strengthens our motivation. Ethics help us to clarify what is a truly human act, what justice is and what the best activities are — those that render us more human and happiest. They help us better understand to what our freedom is calling us.

After my doctorate, I began teaching philosophy in Canada. Then circumstances brought me into contact with men and women with intellectual disabilities. I discovered then how divided and fragmented our societies are. On the one hand are those who are healthy and well integrated into society; on the other are those who are excluded, on its margins. As in Aristotle’s day, there are still masters and slaves. I realized that peace could not prevail while no attempt was being made to span the gulf separating different cultures, different religions, and even different individuals. That was how, with the encouragement and support of Fr. Thomas Philippe, I came to found l’Arche, in order to welcome Raphael Simi and Philippe Seux, two men with mental handicaps who had been shut away in an institution. We began to live together. They were also asking themselves about the meaning of their lives and of happiness. Like me, they wanted to be happy, and their desire showed in their expressions, their cries, their tears, their violence, and their smiles. It showed in their craving for friendship too.

I was led to ask myself these questions: What do they need in order to be happy? What are they looking for? Is it just a job, a place in society, money, an independent life in an apartment? What kind of growth to maturity is possible for people who are mentally handicapped? What form does their happiness take?

Quite quickly I realized that the Gospel and Christian spirituality could not be divorced from human, philosophical, and ethical thinking. Spirituality is not disincarnate. It is rooted in what is human.

Thus this book has its origins both in my thesis, with all its weighty pages, its philosophical precision, and its analysis of Aristotle’s words and texts, and in my experience of life among fragile women and men wounded by illness and rejection. Its aim is to make the wisdom of this man, Aristotle, accessible. The trails he lays can help us not only to ask worthwhile questions but also to find good points of reference.

Many people today have no religious faith. It is important to be able to communicate with them at a rational level, to reflect upon things human and on human maturity. Many of Aristotle’s principles are valid for any ethics. Being human does not mean simply obeying laws that come from outside, but attaining maturity. Being human means becoming as perfectly accomplished as possible. If we do not become fully accomplished, something is lost to the whole of humanity. For Aristotle this accomplishment derives from the exercise of the most perfect activity: that of seeking the truth in all things, shunning lies and illusion, acting in accordance with justice, transcending oneself to act for the good of others in society.

The quotations from Aristotle in this book are precise and clear. Those who wish to check those translations that I have done myself, or some of the interpretations of his ethical thought, should refer to my thesis, published by Desclée de Brouwer in 1966.1 I have for the most part made use of the English translation of Aristotle’s texts by W. D. Ross,2 except where it seemed to me that those of Terence Irwin3 or Michael Pakulak4 conveyed the meaning more clearly to the modern reader. Where this is the case, it is indicated with a footnote. Where I have inserted square brackets in cited passages, it is to clarify meaning or context.







HAPPINESS


CHAPTER 1

THE ETHICS OF DESIRE

As a philosopher, Aristotle is concerned with the global vision of things. He is trying, without slipping into intransigence, to devise a comprehensive philosophy that will integrate all aspects of human knowledge, and seeking how best to encompass the goals of each one, the certainties to which each can lay claim, and the methods by which we may attain them.

Aristotle began, it seems, by giving lessons in logic: How could human intelligence progress to an understanding of reality? In order to proceed methodically with this inquiry, it was necessary first to understand the instrument with which one was working. He looked next at the physical world, the sky, the animals . . . and then, at a deeper level, he proceeded to reflect on what lay beyond that world, seeking the first causes of all beings and existence, in a form of inquiry known as metaphysics.

At the same time, in the Politics and the Ethics he broached the subject of human action. He wanted to investigate what it was that enabled a human being to reach his full potential, to become accomplished, to attain full maturity. He also wanted to reflect upon the nature of our life together.

The question that interested Aristotle passionately had also been a passionate interest of his predecessors, especially Socrates and Plato. It is a timeless question, one of concern to anyone wishing to live his or her life to the full, and to parents wanting to point their children in the right direction, in accordance with certain values. What kind of education leads to a life that is fully human? What should be taught and how should it be taught? There are also social and political implications. Indeed, the task of any government is to organize society in such a way that the largest possible number of people can live well within it.

What is original about Aristotle and what distinguishes him from his predecessors is his desire to establish an actual moral science: the science of man. This science, he states quite clearly, does not have the same certainties as metaphysics or mathematics. It has its own certainties, however, about which we will speak later in this chapter, and it has its own methods.

We are going to discover with Aristotle, step by step, how, in his view, each one of us can orient our life in the best possible direction in order to achieve real maturity and live our humanity to the full.

The Starting Point of Aristotelian Ethics
This starting point is very simple: Every human being acts with a view to some good. We incline towards something. We walk because doing so gives us pleasure, gets us in shape, and enables us to see interesting things. We study to achieve qualifications, which in turn will enable us to obtain employment. Pleasure, health, work are as many, good ends and reasons for our actions. Hence Aristotle’s statement: “The good is that to which all things aim.” Obviously, we are not talking here about good as the opposite of evil, but about a movement of attraction and tendency, in the sense of tending towards, that exists between a thing and its good. It is the tendency of a plant towards the sun, towards its nourishment, the tendency to growth and fullness of life through its flowering and bearing of fruit. That is its good. It is the attraction of a little girl to her mother, of man to woman, etc. This tendency, this impetus is called desire.

By the same token, in human affairs, all action and all sciences seek and desire their good. Health is the good that medicine seeks; victory that at which strategy aims.


Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and human pursuit, is thought to aim at some good; and for this reason the good has rightly been declared to be that to which all things aim. (NE 1094a1-3)



This definition could cause us to go astray. Aristotle does not at the outset actually provide any indication of what constitutes the good: of what we should do or what might prevail upon our consciousness. Rather, he observes and reveals what seems to him to be its strongest characteristic: The good attracts; it is desired. It is the good that is at the origin of desire. Those looking for precise criteria for good action might well find this unsatisfactory. We are so easily mistaken about what is good! We shall see, however, how profound Aristotle’s observation (or first principle, as philosophers call it) is and how it already gives direction to many things in his ethics.

That is not all. Not only is “the good that at which all things aim,” but different “goods” form a hierarchy. We want health in order to study. We study in order to find work. If we find a job, we do so in order to have an income . . . and so on and so on. There is an ultimate motivation that is at the origin of all our actions.


If then, there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for its own sake (everything else being desired for the sake of this), and if we do not choose everything for the sake of something else (for at that rate the process wouldgo on to infinity so that our desire would be empty and vain), clearly this must be the good and the chief good. (NE 1094al8-21)



Thus Aristotle reasons,


Will not the knowledge of it, then, have a great influence on life? Shall we not, like archers who have a mark to aim at, be more likely to hit upon what is right? (NE 1094a22-24)



It is so much easier to set one’s sights on a target that is known. The metaphor of the archer is a pertinent one. Today, as always, many people are not interested in the target, that is to say, the ultimate end of their actions. They are prompted by what everyone wants — as if their family, society, and the media were determining their development. Of course they want success, pleasure, recognition, but without really knowing why. They are caught up in short-term projects that prevent them from thinking about the purpose and meaning of human life. What do they want? They do not know. Moral science is there to help each one of us to reflect. “What do you want out of life? Who do you want to be? Don’t you realize that you are responsible for your own life?”

Of course this requires a certain degree of maturity, the capacity to think, to question ourselves, and to really want to realize our full potential as human beings. As far as Aristotle is concerned, therefore, not just anyone can study moral science. That is why he does not encourage young people to engage in this field of inquiry. In fact, moral science is a practical science; it culminates in a concrete choice in life. For Aristotle, a system of ethics that remained exclusively in the realms of the abstract would not be a truly ethical approach. To undertake such study, therefore, we must have the desire to opt for the real good, the chief good. This requires maturity. The desire in itself is not enough. A certain experience of life is also necessary. And in the case of many young people, this experience is obscured by desires and passions:


Hence a young man is not a proper hearer of lecturers on political science [which implies ethics] ;for he is inexperienced in the actions that occur in life, but its discussions start from these and are about these; and, further, since he tends to follow his passions, his study will be vain and unprofitable, because the end aimed at is not knowledge but action. (NE 1095a2-5)



Reflections on this Starting Point
Let us therefore come back to the starting point of Aristotle’s ethics, for it determines what follows. What Aristotle is propounding is not an ethics of law, or an ethics that take the form of a categorical imperative. His starting point is a fact: We human beings are drawn to ends; we desire them, we want to possess them, consume them, be one with them; we want to look at them, contemplate them, take our delight in them. That is an experience of desire. Whether it stems from our corporeal appetites or our spiritual potency, it is always an experience of attraction, an inclination, a movement that draws us consciously towards an end. In Aristotle, the subject who acts experiences ethics as the ethics of desire.

Desire: The term has a much wider meaning in Aristotle than in our contemporary understanding, where it is invariably tinged with passion. Orexis, for which — in line with many others1 — we have used the word “desire,” is a generic term that, for Aristotle, encompasses not only the passions but also the will or “rational appetite.” Experience might suggest to us that the impulses of passion are not the same as those of the will. But Aristotle uses a single generic word, orexis or “desire,” to designate that attraction which makes us rush towards what we perceive to be the good.

According to Aristotle, to adopt an ethical approach thus supposes that we set about listening to what it is that profoundly attracts us and that we familiarize ourselves with the kind of vision that sees things as moving in conformity with desire. This, far more than any sense of law, is the ethical person’s prime virtue. But then we are afraid of desire and of our desires. We are afraid of going overboard, afraid of not being able to identify, among our many desires, those that are the most profound and the most true.

All the same, an ethics of desire is good news for us at a time when we have become allergic to the ethics of law. Respect for the law, simply because it is the law, will no longer do — not for young people, nor even to the same extent for the not so young. The law can no longer be imposed from outside. And even if it does impose itself on our reason as a universal law that concerns us as “rational beings,” it does not necessarily have any impact on the most profound driving forces of our action. Today people want to live, to experiment with things, and, what is more, we want those things to thrill us. Here Aristotle meets some of the requirements of contemporary feeling by bringing us back to experience, by inviting us to look within ourselves at what attracts us, but also to distinguish the superficial from the more profound, to identify and shed light on what is in our inner depths. If we are to remain on course, the ethics of desire must be combined with a sense of discernment and choice, something that is clearly lacking in our culture.

Desires and Desire
As soon as we start to talk about an ethics of desire, a major objection springs to light: Following ones desires can lead people to dissipation and breakdown. We have only to look at those young people who do follow their desires and who break out and down! Isn’t this really a cry for help from young people unable to identify their fundamental hearts’ desire, the deepest, most unifying desire, the one that is going to help them to become fully human?

We know ourselves what it is to experience conflicting desires. We are torn in different directions. We would like to please a friend, but at the same time want to be alone to get on with our own affairs. We would like to smoke, but are afraid of destroying our lungs. We want to study, but at the same time we would like to go to the cinema. Is there, among these conflicting pulls, one supreme good that is sought after for its own sake? Is there a fundamental desire that impels us to seek other “goods” in order to achieve the conquest of that fundamental desire, the one that governs all others?

Yes, says Aristotle, what we are looking for in all our probings, the supreme good at which we are so maladroitly aiming, has a name: happiness.


Verbally there is very general agreement; for both the general run of men and people of superior refinement say that it is happiness and identify living well and doing well with being happy. (NE 1095al7)



The desire for happiness is the keystone of human conduct, observes Aristotle. It is the goal above all other goals. This means that his ethics are also the ethics of happiness. As modern psychoanalysis and psychology now emphasize, a unifying principle lies at the root of our action. Every human being, including the sick or psychologically damaged person, seeks to fulfill one fundamental desire that is like the keystone to that persons behaviour. In the wounded person — and we are all wounded — this desire may have remained infantile and keep the person in a state of non-freedom, as when, for example, someone is unconsciously seeking parental approval for every choice he makes, for his choice of profession, his choice of partner. So often people live for an ideology and are incapable of recognizing their own deepest desires. The role of therapy is to help people discover the ideology that governs them so that they can choose freely and not be governed by fear and guilt.

Above and beyond these psychological impairments, and even within them, human action may be understood in terms of the desire for happiness present in our hearts. And on this unifying principle everyone is more or less agreed — on its name at least, if not on its constitution. When it comes to actually defining happiness, opinions vary.


But with regard to what happiness is they differ, and the many do not give the same account as the wise. For the former think it is some plain and obvious thing, like pleasure, wealth, or honour; they differ, however, from one another — and often even the same man identifies it with different things, with health when he is ill, with wealth when he is poor; but conscious of their ignorance, they admire those who proclaim some great ideal that is above their comprehension. Now some [Plato and his disciples] thought that apart from many goods there is another which is self-subsistent and causes the goodness of all these as well. (NE 1095a20-27)



We should note, furthermore, that Aristotle has faith in nature in general, and in human nature in particular. If in every human being there is a desire for happiness, then happiness is possible. Nature is not an evil genius that makes us see some inaccessible mirage. Nature is good. It does nothing in vain. Just as the seed planted in the ground unfailingly yields flowers and then fruit, so human beings can progress to happiness — not unfailingly in their case, but provided they identify it, seek it, make good choices, and understand that its attainment may take a lifetime.

In some people, the prospect of a deliberate and conscious pursuit of happiness cannot be taken for granted: It gives rise to a sort of guilt. “Do I have the right to seek happiness when so many people are suffering and unhappy?” they ask themselves. It is a guilt that is all the more paradoxical for the fact that it can coexist quite comfortably, in the contemporary mind, with the pursuit of pleasure. Here again, Aristotle helps us to take stock of what it is we really want. It would be strange if a man were to refuse to exercise his calling as a man, a calling upon which his life depended and which is his most precious good, at the whim of his impulses.

What Do We Conceive Happiness to Be?
What do people say about happiness? Where do they look for it? In pleasure, wealth, honours: No area, Aristotle intimates, can be ruled out. The pursuit of possessions and pleasure is almost second nature in our consumer culture, and just as many people as ever scramble about in pursuit of honours, so eager are we for recognition. So what do the wise have to tell us? Should we give up all these material things and project our desire onto a higher plane? Given all the forms of spiritual wisdom centred on interiority, there has been no shortage of people throughout history to defend the suppression of desires as a condition of happiness. Today, however, Plato and the Stoics in particular seem to produce fewer rivals to Aristotle than certain Eastern mystics. Union with the good within is less attractive than the promise of suppression of stress through inner emptiness.

But it is not Aristotle’s style to ignore the realities of this world and progress too quickly to the things of the spirit. He examines the opinion of the general run of people, who do not separate aspirations to happiness from pleasure, honours, and wealth. What he found in his day is still valid today.

Consider pleasure: You don’t have to be an unbridled sensualist to recognize the kind of happiness and life associated with pleasure. It is a view found just as readily in the man who goes to work, builds his house, or takes care of his family. He thinks that there are things that bring work and hardship and things that bring happiness, the pleasures of life that we might experience on holiday or in retirement: travel, congenial company, good food, the latest fashions. In short, having a good time. But when we think about it properly . . .


It would, indeed, be strange if the end were amusement, and one were to take trouble and suffer hardship all ones life in order to amuse oneself . . . Now to exert oneself and work for the sake of amusement seems silly and utterly childish. But to amuse oneself in order that one may exert oneself. . . seems right; for amusement is a sort of relaxation, and we need relaxation because we cannot work continuously. Relaxation, then, is not an end; for it is taken for the sake of activity.

The happy life is thought to be virtuous;2 now a virtuous life requires exertion, and does not consist in amusement. And we say that serious things are better than laughable things and those connected with amusement, and that the activity of the better of any two things . . . is the more serious; but the activity of the better is ipso facto superior and more of the nature of happiness. (NE 1176b28-1177a7)



Another axis of the quest for happiness is honours. The pursuit of honours is primarily a characteristic of cultivated people.


People of superior refinement and of active disposition identify happiness with honour; for this is roughly speaking, the end of the political life. (NE 1095b22)



With politicians we may include powerful people in general, all those in authority in the economic, financial, or religious domain. The pursuit of honours can also affect men of science. It is as if the higher our standing is, the more we are tempted by visible signs of recognition. The more noble our achievements, the more we are tempted by others’ admiration. In ancient Greek times, a statue in our honour; nowadays, a street, a library, a public building named after us, or some other such distinction. So much for visible signs; other people may be more interested in fame or success. All their energy is directed at winning a place in the hearts of those around them or of their “public,” at being admired, at cultivating an image.


But it seems too superficial to be what we are looking for, since it is thought to depend on those who bestow honour rather than on him who receives it, but the good we divine to be something proper to a man and not easily taken from him. (NE 1095b24-26)



There precisely is the limitation of honour: It depends on others for its existence. Doesn’t happiness depend more upon ourselves?

As for the accumulation of wealth, profit for profit’s sake, it removes us even further from the idea we have of happiness, for riches are for the sake of other things: power, esteem, pleasure, friends. They do not have the value of a final end. Would the removal of these “goods” be enough to strip us of our happiness? Isn’t happiness something deeper?


The life of money-making is one undertaken under compulsion, and wealth is evidently not the good we are seeking; for it is merely useful and for the sake of something else. (NE 1096a6)



The good, or happiness, is to be sought in another direction. We must trust our intuition: happiness is something deeper within us, something that cannot be wrested from us like some object, and it is also a reality that is sufficient in itself because it is the highest end of our desires — the ultimate and perfect end, the one at which all our activity is directed.


Now we call that which is in itself worthy of pursuit more final than that which is worthy of pursuit for the sake of something else, and that which is never desirable for the sake of something else more final than the things that are desirable both in themselves and for the sake of that other thing. . . . Now such a thing happiness, above all else, is held to be; for this we choose always for itself and never for the sake of something else, but honour, pleasure, reason, and every virtue we choose indeed for themselves (for if nothing resulted from them we should still choose each of them), but we choose them also for the sake of happiness, judging that by means of them we shall be happy. Happiness, on the other hand, no one chooses for the sake of these, nor, in general, for anything other than itself. (NE 1097a30-b7)
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