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THE ROUTLEDGE HANDBOOK OF PHILOSOPHY OF WELL-BEING

The concept of well-being is one of the oldest and most important topics in philosophy and ethics, going back to ancient Greek philosophy. Following the boom in happiness studies in the last few years it has moved to centre stage, grabbing media headlines and the attention of scientists, psychologists and economists. Yet little is actually known about well-being and it is an idea that is often poorly articulated.

The Routledge Handbook of Philosophy of Well-Being provides a comprehensive, outstanding guide and reference source to the key topics and debates in this exciting subject.

Comprising over 40 chapters by a team of international contributors, the Handbook is divided into six parts:


	well-being in the history of philosophy

	current theories of well-being, including hedonism and perfectionism

	examples of well-being and its opposites, including friendship and virtue and pain and death

	theoretical issues, such as well-being and value, harm, identity and well-being and children

	well-being in moral and political philosophy

	well-being and related subjects, including law, economics and medicine.



Essential reading for students and researchers in ethics and political philosophy, it will also be an invaluable resource for those in related disciplines such as psychology, politics and sociology.

Guy Fletcher is a lecturer in Philosophy at the University of Edinburgh, UK. His current research is in metaethics, on moral language and moral psychology. Another strand of research is in political philosophy, on hate speech. He also has a persistent side-interest in John Stuart Mill. His book, The Philosophy of Well-Being: An Introduction is forthcoming with Routledge.
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Well-being has a long-distinguished history as a locus of philosophical exploration. This should come as no surprise. Much practical philosophy is focused on the questions of how we ought to live in general, what we ought to do, or what morality requires of us. But the answer to these questions must be sensitive to the question of how it would be best for us to live. That is, what I ought to do is surely in at least some way affected by what would make my life go better or worse for me. To make this less abstract, think about the following cases.

First, suppose a charity collector stops me in the street and asks me to donate £2. If I am affluent then it is plausible that the effect on my well-being of donating £2 is negligible. It is close to nothing, possibly nothing. If that is so then it is plausible that I ought to donate the money. If, by contrast, I am destitute, hungry and homeless then it does not seem plausible that I ought to donate the money. This is plausibly because the cost to me of donating is too high. The ‘currency’ in which we determine these different possible costs to me, the ones we use in thinking about whether I ought to donate, is well-being. We are thinking about the effect on how my life goes for me.

Ordinary reflection on what makes a life go well reveals that a large number of things positively affect our lives, things such as pleasurable experiences, friendship, meaningful work, feeling good about ourselves, achievements and purpose, leisure and intelligence. It also reveals that a large number of things negatively affect our lives, things such as stress, worry, injury, disease, insufficient money, misery, lack of freedom, lack of self-worth. What is distinctive about the philosophy of well-being is its focus on the question of which things in and of themselves make someone’s life go better or worse for them. It thus seeks an account of what is fundamentally, or non-instrumentally, good or bad for us and why.

Philosophers working on well-being give very different answers to this question. Some identify particular goods and bads, seeking to justify the view that (only) these things fundamentally affect well-being. The most famous example of this is hedonism, the view that only pleasure and pain fundamentally affect well-being. Other philosophers look for a kind of grand explanatory story, such as a story of human nature, out of which they hope to extract a theory of what fundamentally determines our well-being. One theory of this type is Aristotelian perfectionism, which is the view that human nature determines the nature of human well-being.

The philosophy of well-being is, as this makes clear, extremely important in its own right. All of our important life decisions are connected with effects on well-being, and the philosophy of well-being is therefore a major part of philosophical investigation into how to live. It is also important because our conceptions of well-being clearly underpin investigation in so many other fields. Psychology, economics, medicine and law, to name just a few, are all plausibly ultimately concerned with how to protect or promote well-being. The philosophy of well-being is thus vital to these disciplines. But this is only a part of well-being’s significance beyond philosophy. A useful question to ask of any institution, organisation or area of study is whether it ultimately helps us to live better, or to know how to live better.

The 41 chapters within this handbook are testament to the philosophical significance of well-being. They demonstrate the array of historical traditions which have thought philosophically about the topic, the multitude of theories of well-being, the diverse range of theoretical issues connected to well-being, and the various ways in which well-being is connected to research beyond moral philosophy.

The collection is divided into six parts thus:



	Well-being in the history of moral philosophy


	Theories of well-being


	Particular goods and bads


	Theoretical issues


	Well-being in moral and political philosophy


	Well-being and other disciplines.





Part 1 Well-being in the history of moral philosophy

Part 1 covers historical traditions and opens with Eric Brown’s paper on well-being in the Socratic dialogues. Brown summarises thinking about well-being in the local context of the dialogues before showing Socrates’ commitment to a view of well-being in which, whilst other things may be non-instrumentally good for us, only wisdom (or, more strictly, wise activity) is unconditionally good for us. Brown also shows why the apparent textual evidence that Socrates had a hedonic conception of well-being is misleading.

Richard Kraut gives an outline of Aristotle’s theory of eudaimonia, focusing, first, on the extent to which Aristotle is thinking about well-being and, second, on the most plausible interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of eudaimonia, one in which well-being is attained through the flourishing of our endowment of inherent powers.

Tim O’Keefe’s chapter on hedonistic theories in antiquity considers those ancient theorists who eschewed eudaimonistic or perfectionist theories of well-being in favour of theories that took pleasure to be the sole contributor to well-being. He focuses in particular on the Epicureans and the Cyrenaics and their accounts of well-being and theories of the nature of pleasure before drawing parallels with the Pyrrhonian skeptics.

Next are four chapters considering the place of well-being within certain religious traditions. Richard Kim introduces thought about well-being within Confucianism, focusing on Mencius and Xunzi and their common proposal that the best human life is that which reaches sagehood.

Justin Tiwald looks at well-being in the Daoist tradition, examining the views of human welfare that can be found or extracted from the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi. There is much to learn from this chapter about well-being in the Daoist tradition. Two significant points are that the Daodejing supplies objections to a desire-fulfillment conception of well-being, and suggests a certain degree of sympathy with the objective list theory, whilst the Zhuangzi offers a radical way of thinking about well-being and its pursuit, one that has some affinities with perfectionism but which does not cohere fully even with this theory.

Christopher W. Gowans examines Buddhist thinking and how it pertains to well-being. He makes clear some of the difficulties in doing so—the Buddhist ‘no-self’ teaching and the difficulty of seeing how unrecognisable as a human life the state of nirvana is described as being. One major strand to the chapter is the extent to which Buddhist thinking about well-being fits within a perfectionist, nature fulfillment, view.

William Lauinger tackles the Christian tradition, covering Augustine, Aquinas and Calvin as well as more contemporary Christian philosophy of well-being such as that of Finnis. He shows that there is no consensus among contemporary Christian philosophers about the nature of well-being.

This historical section closes with a chapter from Robert Shaver in which he covers thought about well-being in the era of Sidgwick, Moore, Prichard, Ross, Carritt, Broad and Ewing, a group of philosophers not commonly taken to have much to say about well-being. Shaver shows that these philosophers, and Sidgwick especially, had much to say of relevance to contemporary work on well-being.



Part 2 Theories of well-being

Part 2 examines particular theories, or kinds of theories, of well-being. Alex Gregory outlines the hedonistic theory of well-being, arguing that Nozick’s experience machine is the most pressing issue for the view. Gwen Bradford provides an overview of perfectionist theories of well-being, one which emphasises the diversity within perfectionist theories.

Next up is the desire-fulfillment theory of well-being. Chris Heathwood brings out the wide range of objections that theory faces but also the wide range of replies it can make. Guy Fletcher provides an outline and defence of the objective list theory. He argues that the challenges to objective list theories often highlight epistemic or explanation problems faced by all theories of well-being (though not perhaps to equal extents) or the need for further refinement of the views of the sort which can also be demanded of other theories of well-being.

Christopher Woodard examines hybrid theories. He makes clear the enormous diversity of hybrid theories and how much work there is left to do. He argues that we must consider specific hybrid theories in detail because hybrid theories neither uniformly solve certain problems nor uniformly suffer standard defects.

The final two chapters of this part highlight an important choice point in theories of well-being, namely to what extent a person’s well-being depends upon that person’s individual nature. Alicia Hall and Valerie Tiberius encourage us to think about the ways in which theories of well-being can be subject-dependent, where such theories hold that well-being must ‘fit the quirks and contours of our own lives’ where this might be a matter of fitting our attitudes, our values, our physical and emotional natures, or our aptitudes and capacities. By contrast, Lorraine Besser-Jones’ paper on eudaimonism distinguishes philosophical and psychological conceptions of eudaimonia but argues that each conception abstracts from the individual to the species because ‘the kind of flourishing embraced by both philosophical and psychological conceptions of eudaimonism is one based on how human beings tend to behave and what kinds of things tend to enable them to function well’.



Part 3 Particular goods and bads

Part 3 examines particular things that are thought to contribute positively to well-being (and, in the case of pain, negatively) with an eye to seeing how the correct theory of the nature of these things can help us to understand their contribution (or non-contribution) to well-being. In the background here are the questions of how plausible it is that these things contribute to well-being and, if so, how (instrumentally or non-instrumentally), and why. First up are pleasure and pain. Ben Bramble examines pleasure, arguing for a felt-quality theory of pleasure, and then suggesting that it is not only the degree of pleasurableness of a given pleasure that determines its contribution to a person’s well-being.

Guy Kahane’s chapter looks at pain, tackling the question of which type of theory is the best account of the nature of pain and of why it is bad. He also examines views which claim that pain is not always bad, as well as some evolutionary-based reasons to be sceptical of the badness of pain.

S. Andrew Schroeder looks at the vexed relationship between health and well-being. His conclusion is that the connection between health and well-being is a mere contingent one and that reductions in health probably reduce well-being less than is commonly thought.

Diane Jeske defends a similar view with respect to friendship. She argues that the claims about friendship and well-being, such as that friendship is essential to a good life, exaggerate its importance, partly by relying upon an overly idealistic conception of the nature of friendship. Jeske argues that with a more plausible conception of friendship in hand we see that the connections between friendship and well-being are numerous, but contingent and causal. We are not necessarily better off for having friends, even if we very often are.

Virtue is the topic of the next two chapters. Anne Baril highlights the difficulty of determining whether virtue contributes to well-being. She outlines a number of different questions connected to this issue—the different ideas of virtue and the different ways in which something might contribute to well-being—before concluding, on an optimistic note, that we should not rule out the view that some degree of virtue is (not simply instrumentally) necessary for the highest degrees of well-being.

Allan Hazlett undertakes a similar task for epistemic virtues or epistemic goods in particular. His question is: what things are both epistemic and conducive to well-being (either the well-being of some salient individual or the well-being of individuals in general)? His answer is pessimistic for knowledge; he argues that we have failed to find a plausible (non-trivial) articulation of the idea that knowledge is necessary for well-being, but cautiously optimistic for other goods such as being known and being ignored.

Next up is achievement and meaningfulness, with chapters by Gwen Bradford and Simon Keller, and by Antti Kauppinen. Bradford and Keller examine achievement—both what it is and why it might contribute to well-being. They distinguish three paradigmatic features of achievement—independent value, effort and purposiveness—before discussing the reasons for thinking that achievement is necessarily or only contingently well-being promoting.

Kauppinen examines meaningfulness, a topic whose relation to well-being is unclear. His chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the different theories of meaningfulness in life along with a discussion of the ways in which meaningfulness and well-being may be distinct types of value.

The next chapter, by Marco Grix and Philip McKibbin, discusses needs. They argue for an understanding of what needs are, which takes them as being fundamentally connected, not to harm avoidance or survival, but rather to well-being. They then turn from this proposal to examine links between need theory and theories of well-being, arguing that each side has much to learn from the other.

Neera K. Badhwar’s chapter is on happiness. She begins by noting the difficulties in tackling happiness and well-being, not least in the frequency with which ‘happiness’ and ‘well-being’ are used interchangeably. Having clarified this, she then surveys the major theories of happiness, including hedonistic theories of happiness and those theories that take happiness to be a form of emotional fulfillment or of affective and evaluative satisfaction given your own values. Having provided helpful coverage of the strengths and weakness of each proposal she then turns to how plausibly happiness is incorporated with the main theories of well-being.

Turning once more to the negative side of well-being, this section ends with Ben Bradley’s chapter on well-being and death. Bradley starts by carefully distinguishing all of the different claims that might be made in saying that death is bad for us. He addresses the view that death is bad for us by being some form of deprivation and then turns to issues where well-being, death and time connect, such as posthumous harm. Finally he considers what attitudes it is rational for us to have towards death.



Part 4 Theoretical issues

In Part 4 Eden Lin examines and clarifies the debate between monism and pluralism about well-being. He makes clear exactly how to conceive of the two sides of the debate and usefully presents the main arguments of each side, clarifying their strong and weak points.

Jason Raibley details the debate between atomists and holists about well-being (roughly put, the debate between those who treat lifetime well-being as being built from discrete units of momentary well-being, and those who deny this). Raibley applies this to recent debates about whether the ‘shape’ of a life has some effect on overall well-being.

Jennifer Hawkins examines the putative ‘experience requirement’ on theories of well-being, an issue stemming from Nozick’s experience machine example. Hawkins subjects the example to forensic scrutiny, detailing just what it assumes and the weak points it has, thereby demonstrating how many subtle issues are tangled together by it.

In their chapters, Anthony Skelton and Christopher M. Rice turn attention to subjects long neglected in the philosophical study of well-being: children and non-human animals. Rice considers theories of animal well-being, arguing that there are useful insights from animal well-being for thinking about human well-being and vice versa. Skelton points out the ways in which philosophical theories of human well-being have neglected well-being in children. He points out the ways in which theories of well-being generate bad results when applied to children and the failings in specific theories of chilldren’s well-being.

This part of the collection closes with two chapters, one by Anna Alexandrova and one by Stephen M. Campbell, questioning the assumption that there is one single topic which theorists of well-being are investigating. Alexandrova examines the plurality of constructs used in scientific investigation of well-being whilst Campbell finds a similar plurality among philosophical discussions of well-being, despite the assumption of commonality of subject matter. These chapters outline important challenges for philosophers of well-being.



Part 5 Well-being in moral and political philosophy

This section opens with Dale Dorsey on welfarism—the view that welfare or well-being is the only thing that makes a normative difference. Dorsey carefully spells out exactly what could fall within the scope of a ‘welfarist’ theory along with the difficulties in providing positive, non-circular arguments for the view. He also examines the wide range of objections standardly brought against welfarism.

Molly Gardner’s chapter also examines the connection between well-being and practical normativity. In particular she focuses on well-being and the ‘non-identity problem’, namely the problems that arise from cases where an ‘action that is the condition of an individual’s worthwhile existence also imposes certain constraints on the individual’s prospects for well-being’. As Gardner notes, such cases raise serious questions about the connection between practical reasons and well-being. Gardner discusses two strategies for solving the non-identity problem through appeal to well-being, noting difficulties for each.

Sarah Conly examines the relationship between well-being and autonomy. She argues that realistic governmental interference is likely to do nothing significant to us as persons, in damaging or undermining our psychology, and that worries about governmental interference to promote our well-being are overblown. Whilst bad interventions are possible, there is no reason to think that a broad range of beneficial interventions are not possible.

Government intervention is a theme also in the chapter on well-being and disadvantage, by Jonathan Wolff and Doug Reeve. They examine the thought that, at least in some cases, governments should intervene to promote the well-being of the most disadvantaged. They look at the question of how to identify the least advantaged. They consider the ‘separate spheres’ approach, one which treats different aspects of people’s lives as providing distinct realms of possible advantage/disadvantage, before defending a development of the capability approach, one incorporating work from social psychology.

Jules Holroyd’s chapter is on well-being and feminism. As she points out, it is a commonplace that gender inequality damages women’s interests. One question this provokes is whether this should be understood in terms of reduced well-being. Should feminists put this claim in terms of well-being at all? If so, which theory of well-being best underpins the claim? Holroyd’s chapter also nicely brings out the many contributions to the theory of well-being that come from feminist thought, for example through the question of whether the correct theory of well-being could entail that well-being is something which could be attained despite gender inequality or, rather, whether well-being is ‘part of what gender justice would achieve for women’.



Part 6 Well-being and other disciplines

Alex Sarch investigates the way in which well-being and law are related, via the plausible thought that law, in general or particular laws, might have the aim of promoting or protecting well-being. After looking at the law and economics movement, which claims that law should (perhaps exclusively) promote well-being, Sarch examines the role of well-being in tort law, arguing that tort law for the most part protects well-being only indirectly.

Well-being and economics is the focus of Erik Angner’s chapter. Angner explores conceptions of well-being underlying contemporary welfare economics. He outlines three different approaches to welfare assessment and finds that each corresponds to a specific account of well-being: while standard economics is based on preference satisfaction accounts, the economics of happiness is based on mental-state accounts, and the social indicators/capability approach on objective-list accounts. The discussion underscores how economists both use and produce philosophy in their scientific practice.

Daniel Groll closes this volume by examining the multifaceted connections between medicine, well-being and autonomy. The first part of the chapter examines whether, and if so how, well-being plays a role in typical doctor–patient interactions and how the patient’s autonomy should be treated. Does the doctor have promoting the patient’s well-being as her goal? If so, does she have any special expertise on this, and is this expertise qua doctor? Can the doctor ever impose treatment upon the patient? The second part of the chapter looks at cases of doctor–patient interactions where the patient is in some way less able to exercise agency, such as through being disabled or unconscious. Groll makes clear the number of thorny issues that arise in medicine from such cases.

As these all-too-brief summaries make clear, these chapters cover a huge amount of ground both within the theory of well-being and in other areas of practical philosophy.
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Plato's uses of well-being

To speak of well-being, as they frequently do, the characters in Plato’s dialogues use several expressions interchangeably, including the infinitive phrases “to live well” (eu zēn), “to be successful” (eudaimonein), and “to do well” (eu prattein), as well as the related abstract nouns “success” and “doing well” (eudaimonia, eupragia). The concept invoked by these expressions plays two central roles in their discussions, as some characters propose that well-being is, or at least should be, the ultimate goal for both individual human action and political decision making.

The second, political role for well-being prompts disagreement. Socrates (in the Gorgias and Republic, especially), the Eleatic stranger (in the Statesman), and the Athenian (in the Laws) assert that political action—law making, judging, educating, war making, and the rest—should promote the well-being of the political community’s citizens. But other characters, including Callicles (in the Gorgias) and Thrasymachus (in the Republic) maintain that politics should serve the well-being of politicians. The ensuing debates in large part concern competing conceptions of well-being. Socrates and his allies emphasize cooperative goods as opposed to the competitive trophies favored by Callicles, Thrasymachus, and their kind. Team Socrates suggests that if politicians would take the correct view of well-being, they would not see a deep conflict between their own and that of the citizens. Team Callicles and Thrasymachus suggests that if politicians took the Socratic view of well-being they would display weakness and forego some of life’s greatest advantages.

The first, ethical role for well-being, by contrast, prompts no controversy. Plato’s characters agree that everyone wants his or her life to go well and that, on reflection, at least, all our other goals are subordinate to this (Euthd. 278e, Symp. 204e–205a). So, Socrates regularly assumes that one should act for the sake of one’s own well-being, and this “eudaimonist axiom” is readily accepted, even by those interlocutors such as Callicles and Thrasymachus who disagree sharply with Socrates about how we should live.

In contrast to Plato’s characters, modern readers often take the ethical role to be more problematic than the political one. Modern political liberalism wants states to provide the conditions for the individual pursuit of well-being more than well-being itself, but many modern moral philosophers reject the eudaimonist axiom still more thoroughly. They read Socratic ethics as an objectionable egoism, incompatible with the quite reasonable thought that other beings’ ends should matter to us. But these critics are insufficiently attuned to the varieties of well-being in Plato’s dialogues. Unlike many of his interlocutors, and unlike his modern critics, Socrates clings to the platitudinous identification of well-being and doing well, and he insists that doing well is the same as acting virtuously (Charm. 171e–172a, Cr. 48b, Euthd. 278e–282d, Gorg. 507c, Rep. 353e–354a). But if well-being is simply virtuous activity, then acting for the sake of one’s own well-being is simply acting so as to act virtuously, which is not objectionably egoistic at all.

This is the Socratic view of well-being that Plato favors, and the dialogues advance this view in part by rejecting several other views, sometimes because they conflict with ordinary thoughts about what makes a human life go well, sometimes because they lead to civil strife as political ends, and often because they cannot play the role that the eudaimonist axiom sets for them, to be the ultimate end that explains and justifies human action.



Naïve conceptions

In the Euthydemus, after they agree that everyone obviously wants to do well (eu prattein), Socrates and Cleinias take it to be even more obvious that we do well by possessing many things that are good for us (278e–279a). They then list the goods that apparently cause our lives to go well: material goods (riches), goods of the body (health, good looks, bodily needs), social goods (noble birth, power, honor), goods of character (temperance, justice, bravery), and goods of intellect (wisdom) (279a–c).

Socrates and Cleinias do not explicitly say what well-being is. They say only what role it plays for us—everyone wants to get it—and what causes it—possessing the things that are good for us. One might produce a sophisticated account of what well-being is, to explain how the things that are good for us cause our well-being. But Socrates and Cleinias do not. Still, their naïve account can suggest that well-being is simply a state caused by, and perhaps constituted by, the possession of things that are good for us. So understood, Socrates and Cleinias offer something like an “objective list” conception of well-being.1 But their particular list leaves important questions unanswered. Is it really comprehensive? Where are pleasure and friendship? Is each of the listed goods necessary for well-being? And do they all contribute equally to well-being? Could, say, sufficiently massive wealth and power compensate for a deficit of justice? Perhaps, then, it is better to think of this Euthydemus passage as an introduction to a family of views of well-being, a family whose members differ on which goods belong on the list, how the listed goods are ranked, and so on.

Other Platonic characters also appeal to some member of this family, and, like Socrates and Cleinias in the Euthydemus, they insist that they are appealing to an ordinary understanding of well-being. In the Gorgias, Polus insists that even a child would know that someone can be unjust and successful (eudaimōn) by amassing great wealth and power (470c–471d). Thrasymachus makes the same claim in the Republic: everyone would agree that the complete tyrant, whose injustice leads to complete power and great resources, enjoys a successful life (344a–c). When Glaucon and Adeimantus worry that it might be better to be unjust than just, they are relying on what they take to be common-sense thoughts about the importance of competitive goods to well-being (364a), and when Adeimantus objects that the guardians of Socrates’ ideal city would not enjoy good lives, he takes it for granted that wealth is necessary for living well (419a–420a). All these characters assume that wealth and power are necessary for well-being, and they all claim that this assumption is widespread.

But Socrates clearly rejects the assumption. He calls the conception of eudaimonia that drives Adeimantus’ objection to the guardians’ situation “foolish and adolescent” (466b). In fact, Socrates objects not merely to conceptions of well-being according to which wealth and power are necessary. He offers reasons to doubt a broad range of “objective list” views of well-being.

He advances one reason in the Euthydemus. After Socrates and Cleinias complete their list of the goods that are supposed to make life go well, Socrates argues first that the possession of a good would not make one’s life go well unless that good benefited one, and that a good would not benefit one unless it were used (280b–e). He then argues that using a good would not benefit one unless it were used rightly, and that using a good rightly requires using it wisely (280e–281b). A large part of Socrates’ reasoning here is immediately accessible to Cleinias. If we have advantages such as wealth, power, or honor, we have a greater capacity to act than if we lack these things, and it is better for us to have a greater capacity to act only if we act wisely. Wielding great power foolishly does us no good.

But Socrates pushes this reasoning beyond common sense. Because the things ordinarily thought to be good for us seem to depend in large measure on luck, the proponent of the initial “objective list” view can sum up his view by saying that good fortune makes our lives go well. Socrates insists, instead, that wisdom plays the role of good fortune (279d), that it makes our lives go well (281b). His point seems to be that the causal power to benefit, to make a life go well, cannot belong to all the initially listed goods, because most of them sometimes benefit us and sometimes harm us, depending on whether they are used wisely or foolishly (281d–e). On his view, only wisdom possesses that causal power, because only it has the power to cause wise, beneficial use, without ever causing foolish, harmful use.2

Socrates might have insisted that wisdom no more possesses the power to effect well-being than wealth does, because one needs both wisdom to guide the use and another set of goods to be wisely used. But he does not say this. He says that only wisdom causes well-being (281b), and that only wisdom is good for us (281e, 292b). This outstrips common sense, but it is not unintelligible. Socrates might distinguish between necessary conditions and causes (cf. Phdo 99a–b) and identify wealth and the other initially listed assets as mere necessary conditions of wisdom causing well-being. Just as the cobbler makes a shoe but could not do so without leather, so wisdom makes well-being but could not do so without certain advantages being present. This leaves questions about what one needs, beyond wisdom, to live well, but in the Euthydemus, Socrates is content to leave such questions unanswered, so long as he has convinced Cleinias that only wisdom causes well-being.3

So understood, Socrates’ argument turns on some curious and contentious thoughts about causation, but his central point can be expressed in other terms. Of the goods that the “objective list” conception takes to constitute well-being, most are only conditionally good—beneficial in some circumstances (when wisely used) but not in others (when foolishly used)—whereas wisdom is unconditionally good (it never uses itself foolishly). Now, nothing in the very idea of well-being requires that it or its constituents be unconditionally good. But the idea of a goal for the sake of which one should do everything one does is different. This is the idea of an ultimate end that could fully explain and justify action, and a merely conditional good is not up to that task. When one acts with a conditional good as one’s end, we can always ask, “What makes that a good end to pursue here and now?” This open question renders the justification of the action incomplete.

Socrates does not fully develop this line of thought in the Euthydemus, but it returns elsewhere, along with an additional set of reasons to doubt the “objective list” family of conceptions of well-being. These fuller objections are launched not directly against the naïve suggestion that Socrates and Cleinias introduce in the 
Euthydemus, but against some more sophisticated theories about what well-being is.



The Protagorean conception

One sophisticated way to develop the ordinary thought that a life goes well by the possession of good things vindicates every member of that family of views (and then some). Protagoras says that a human being is the measure of the things that are and are not, and Plato’s 
Theaetetus construes this as the thought, for instance, that if the wind appears cold to Peter and warm to Paul, then the wind is cold for Peter and it is warm for Paul (151d–160e). (Actually, Socrates seems to imply that Protagoras is committed to thinking that if the wind appears cold to Peter, then the wind-for-Peter is-for-Peter cold-for-Peter,4 but I will proceed with a slightly simplified picture in view.)

In the Theaetetus, Socrates addresses more than one Protagoreanism. He sometimes worries about a perfectly general version of the “measure doctrine,” so that whatever kind of appearance we are talking about, if X appears F to A, then X is F for A. On this view, for instance, if the measure doctrine appears false to Socrates, then the measure doctrine is false for Socrates. Socrates sometimes worries about a narrow Protagoreanism that applies not to all appearances but only to sense perceptions. This would exclude the measure doctrine’s appearing false, but include the wind’s appearing chilly. Last, Socrates acknowledges still other ways of restricting Protagoreanism, such as applying it only to certain evaluative appearances. This suggests how someone might understand well-being in a pure subjectivist way. On such a view, what appears to me to be well-being is well-being for me.

In the Theaetetus, Socrates responds to Protagoreanism with a barrage of objections, some of which (such as the claim that it refutes itself: 170a-171d) target the perfectly general version and some of which (such as the distinction between sense perception and knowledge: 183b-186e) target the narrow version that concerns sense perceptions only.5 But at least two of his objections would tell against Protagoreanism about well-being (cf. Crat. 385e–386e).

First, what we take to be good for us belongs to the class of our concerns about the future. Even if everyone is the measure of what is for him or her, we can ask whether every person is also the measure of what will be for him or her (178a–179b). If a layman thinks that drinking this particular concoction will make his bodily condition appear good to him and thus be good for him, his future experience might convict his thought of error. Moreover, a doctor might be the better measure of how the man’s body would appear to him after he drank the concoction. In response, it will not do for the Protagorean to raise doubts about personal identity through time (cf. 166b). When I predict that X will appear F to A tomorrow, it does not matter whether I am identical with A. If X does not appear F to A tomorrow, my prediction has been shown false. The Protagorean would do better to characterize my prediction more carefully. She should say that it appears to me now that X will appear F to A tomorrow, for X’s not appearing F to A tomorrow does not contradict how things appear to me now. But if I am the measure only of how tomorrow seems to me here and now, I am not the measure of how things will be tomorrow. I cannot make a genuine prediction, and this is a serious cost to the theory, given the practical importance of predictions, which Socrates’ discussion makes plain. A person could, conceivably, muddle through life with nothing more than appearances of what will appear to be the case tomorrow. But if he or she never thinks that later appearances make a difference to the value of earlier predictions and if his or her judgments of what will appear to be the case in the future never change accordingly, then he or she will be incapable of learning by trial and error, which requires recognizing error. Such a creature’s life will be very short or very lucky. Others could perhaps help him or her by making apparent things that will keep him or her safe. But the creature could not say that these helpers are wise, for the creature could not say that the helpers make the appearances better than they were before.6

This argument from predictions grounds a general concern that Socrates repeatedly raises, that Protagoreanism undermines the distinction between the wise and unwise. The measure doctrine takes everyone to be equally good at determining how things are, but Socrates thinks that this is a special achievement. Of course, the measure doctrine does this by collapsing the distinction between how things appear to be and how they are, and Socrates rejects this conflation. This would be Socrates’ second response to Protagoreanism about well-being: it gets the ontology wrong, construing well-being as a relation between the world and the passive receptions of a human being when it is a matter of stance-independent fact for a human being to discover by active effort. Socrates maintains that we cannot even coherently represent things as being the way Protagoreans have to take them to be, because our language attributes more independence and stability to features of the world than the collapse of appearance and reality can allow (cf. 179c–183b).

Socrates encounters Protagoreanism in the Protagoras, too, though readers usually miss it.7 Here Protagoras initially fails to identify courage and wisdom because he assumes that something beyond knowledge, some natural spiritedness, is required to motivate right action in the face of fear (351a–b). But Socrates gets Protagoras to identify courage and wisdom (360d–e). He argues that any motivation represents a course of action under the guise of some apparent value. To be moved by pleasure is to pursue something pleasant that one takes to be good for one. To be moved by fear is to avoid something fearsome that one takes to be bad for one (358d). So one cannot act without representing one’s action as good for one, without believing that it is the thing to do. Socrates also argues that one cannot act against one’s knowledge of what to do. Most people deny this, because they construe knowledge as just another mental state, just like pleasure or pain, fear or love. But Socrates argues that knowledge is a special achievement that contrasts with these other motivations. They represent what appears to be good or bad for one, whereas knowledge depends upon taking the measure of appearances and determining what is good or bad for one. Knowledge exists where how things appear to one have been fully settled in favor of how things are, and such a condition does not admit of contrary appearances that could motivate action counter to knowledge.

Much of Socrates’ argument in these pages is pitched explicitly against the many, and not Protagoras, and much of it invokes a narrow hedonism about value. But Socrates’ aim is to convert Protagoras from seeing knowledge as just one motivation, like fear, to seeing knowledge as something very different from other motivating mental states. He introduces pleasure and pain as two among many motivating passions, alongside fear, love, and others (352b–e). He needs to establish that all these motivating passions share a defect that knowledge lacks, and he does so by contrasting their reliance on how things appear to be good or bad with the knower’s art of taking the measure of appearances and determining how things are. Thus, after Socrates has induced Protagoras to agree that courage, like the other virtues, is identical to wisdom, he summarizes his conclusion that all virtues are forms of knowledge oddly, saying “all things are knowledge [πα´ντα χρη´µατα´ε´στινε´πιστη´µη]” (361b1–2, emphasis mine). He is pointedly echoing Protagoras’ measure doctrine, “that of all things a human being is the measure [πα´ντωνχρηµα´τωνµε´τρονα´νθρωπονεἶναι]” (Tht . 152a2–3). On Socrates’ view, in the Protagoras no less than in the Theaetetus, Protagoreanism misconstrues measure, conflating appearance with reality, when there is a measuring art that makes its possessors wise and virtuous.



Hedonist conceptions

Protagoreanism about well-being flatters the democratically inclined, because it makes every person equally an authority over what makes her own life go well,8 but it is not a thought that Plato’s dialogues attribute to most Athenians. Yet Socrates does regularly attribute to them another sophisticated development of the naïve thought that well-being is constituted by possessing things that are good for us. This is the view that well-being consists in pleasure (or good feelings) and the absence of pain (or bad feelings), where pleasure either is or strongly correlates with the satisfaction of desire. One might again think that this is a family of views, as one might want to distinguish hedonism about well-being from a desire satisfaction view of it, and one might want to distinguish both of those from emotional well-being. But the dialogues do not sharply distinguish here. The unifying thoughts, which also tie these views to Protagoreanism, are thus: people desire just what they take to be good for them and they take to be good for them just what feels good to them. In any view animated by these thoughts, possessing what is good for us causes well-being by bringing us the pleasure of satisfied desire that is well-being.

The Gorgias dramatizes how this broad hedonism about well-being can stand behind the naïve “objective list” approach to well-being. After Socrates makes trouble for Polus’ claim that a wealthy tyrant enjoys a good life despite being unjust, Callicles emerges to defend Polus. Callicles rejects Socrates’ “conventional” understanding of justice in favor of a “natural” justice according to which the stronger deserve more than the weaker (483a–484c). In his view, life goes well not when one restrains one’s desires with temperance and conventional justice, but when one allows one’s appetites to grow as large as possible and one has the courage and shrewd judgment to satisfy those appetites and continually fill oneself with pleasures (491e–492c, 494a–b).

Socrates puts pressure on Callicles’ conception of well-being in two ways. First, he suggests that the pursuit of this well-being undermines itself (492e–494a). Pleasure demands the satisfaction of one’s appetites, but their satisfaction merely prompts the growth of more appetites. Second, he tries a series of maneuvers to get Callicles to concede that there is a difference between what is good for us and our pleasure (494b–499b). One maneuver is to appeal to shameful pleasures, to suggest that some pleasures are intrinsically bad for us (494b–495c). Another is to argue that, because a momentary pleasure can be felt at the same time as a momentary pain, pleasure and pain are not genuine opposites, and that because what is good for us and what is bad for us are genuine opposites, pleasure cannot be what is good for us (494e–497e). Third, Socrates argues that the presence of good things in us should make us better, but pleasure evidently does not make us better, since pleasure occurs in foolish people just as readily as it occurs in intelligent people, though it is better to be intelligent than foolish.

These maneuvers are a mixed bag, but there is something to them. If well-being is identified with pleasure and serves as the ultimate end for the sake of which a person should do everything she does, pleasure needs to be unconditionally good. It needs to fulfill what goodness fulfills without any deficit. But pleasure does not seem able to do that. Some pleasures, in some circumstances, are not good. At least, our shame prevents us from taking them to be good, and our thoughts about what something good for us does for us prevents us from taking them to be good.

Socrates assumes throughout his response to Callicles that the best account of well-being will have to be coherent (cf. 481c–482c). He takes pride in the consistency of philosophy, and derides Callicles for his inconsistencies. So it matters that Callicles’ sense of shame does not cohere with his explicit theory of well-being, and it matters that Callicles’ understanding of goodness and badness does not match his understanding of how pleasure and pain work in us. Socrates does not think that the evaluation of a theory of well-being can be assessed by a few isolated commitments.

Nor, it seems, does Callicles. At least, after Socrates’ maneuvers, Callicles says that he never meant to deny that some pleasures are better than others (499b). But if one pleasure is better than another, not because it is more of a pleasure and not because it gives rise to more pleasure, then there must be something good for us that is intelligible apart from pleasure, some non-hedonic standard of goodness by which to adjudicate pleasures as better and worse. Socrates runs with this, and argues that the wise pursuit of the best pleasures will require a craft to pick out the better and the worse (499c–505b).

Despite Socrates’ forthright rejection of Callicles’ hedonism, many readers think that Plato’s dialogues endorse a hedonic conception of well-being. There are three principal grounds for such suspicion.

First, Socrates seems to endorse hedonism toward the end of the Protagoras.9 Readers are struck by the way Socrates introduces hedonism, abruptly and without any hint of dissent (351b–e). They are struck, too, by the way Socrates presents himself and Protagoras together as teachers of the many, drawing out of them a commitment to hedonism (353c–354e). But Socrates must shift abruptly after his first attempt to show that courage is identical to wisdom has failed (349e–351b). Protagoras has insisted that courage requires spiritedness in addition to knowledge, to overcome fear. Socrates needs a fresh start to establish that knowledge is not something that can be overcome by fear. Moreover, Protagoras has already indicated some affinity for hedonism (317c, 320c), and, as I have explained, Socrates associates Protagoreanism with hedonism. When Protagoras balks at endorsing hedonism (351b–e), Socrates offers him the chance to consider what the many would say instead of answering for himself, just as he did earlier when Protagoras balked at admitting that unjust action can be temperate (333c). This gives Socrates the chance to continue to examine Protagoras’ own views, without Protagoras having to admit openly to holding those views. The delicacy of his situation is enough to explain the elaborate pretense that Socrates and Protagoras would together elicit hedonism from the many. The articulation of hedonism and the assignment of this view to the many merely enable Socrates to show what is wrong with the assumption that knowledge can be overcome by a passion. This larger purpose does not, as we have seen, require hedonism. We need not suppose that Socrates endorses hedonism in the Protagoras; he can use it dialectically, in an ad hominem argument.10

Second, in the Republic, Socrates offers three “proofs” that it is always better to be just than unjust, and each of these proofs seems to appeal to a broadly hedonic conception of well-being. According to the first (culminating at 577c–580c), the tyrannically constituted soul, ruled by lawless appetitive desires, is least able to do what it wants, and suffers regret about past failures to satisfy desire, neediness about present failures, and fear about future ones, whereas the justly ordered, aristocratically constituted soul, ruled by rational desire, is most able to do what it wants, and suffers least from regret, neediness, and fear. As a result, Socrates and Glaucon agree that the tyrannical soul enjoys the least well-being (eudaimonia) and the aristocratic soul the most. This inference seems to identify well-being with good feelings and the absence of bad feelings. The second and third proofs are even clearer. Though they are supposed to establish the same conclusion as the first concerning well-being (eudaimonia) (583b), they explicitly show that the just person’s aristocratically constituted soul enjoys the most pleasure, more than any unjust person’s soul (580c–588a). Because Socrates advances these as proofs of the thesis he plainly endorses, it is natural to suppose that he endorses the broadly hedonist conception of well-being they invoke.11

But this cannot be right. Socrates and his interlocutors in the Republic agree that well-being (eudaimonia) is the ultimate end “which every soul pursues and for the sake of which every soul does everything it does” (505e1–2).12 But, in the Republic, Socrates explicitly rejects pleasure and good feelings as this end. In fact, he appeals to both considerations that he offers against Calliclean hedonism in the Gorgias.

First, he insists that pleasure is not unconditionally good, because there are intrinsically bad pleasures (505c; cf. 509a). This makes pleasure a bad fit to be what fully justifies action. Socrates underscores this point with reflection on the Protagorean side of the broadly hedonist approach to well-being. What feels or appears good to one is not the same as what is good for one, and the ultimate end is what is good for one (505d).13

Second, Socrates argues that the pursuit of pleasure and good feelings undermines itself. This emerges as a corollary to his critique of spirited and especially appetitive desire. The critique rests on three observations. First, because good feelings arrive with the satisfaction of desire, they can come cheaply. All three parts of the human soul have their own pleasures (581c), and agents of many different kinds achieve good feelings. Next, if spirited and appetitive desires are indulged and are not held in check by countervailing commitments to what is genuinely good for one, they will grow stronger and more numerous (589a–b with 571b–572b, 416e–417a, 549a–b; cf. 602c–606d). Third, as spirited and appetitive desires grow, they increasingly conflict with each other and in other ways increasingly outstrip our ability to satisfy them, leading to the regret, neediness, and fear that characterize the tyrannical soul. This empirical critique, like the “paradox of hedonism,” suggests that there is something self-defeating about pursuing pleasure directly. But because well-being, as the ultimate end, is supposed to explain as well as justify action, one must be able to successfully pursue it directly. So the empirical critique impugns hedonist conceptions of well-being.

Socrates’ rejection of hedonist theories of well-being in the Republic further explains why he also rejects Adeimantus’ appeal to a naïve “objective list” approach (466b, with 419a–420a). Many of the goods on the “objective list” are only conditionally valuable, and are the objects of spirited and appetitive desire. So they are problematic as ultimate ends, and, as we will see below, as constituents of the ultimate end.

We might still wonder about Republic’s stance on well-being. Why would Socrates invoke broadly hedonist conceptions of well-being that he rejects in order to argue for his thesis that it is always better to be just than unjust? Because he needs to. He cannot show that it is better to be just than unjust on the “objective list” conception of well-being that Thrasymachus, Glaucon, and Adeimantus have assumed. Nor can he simply invoke his own conception of well-being if, as I will suggest below, his opponents are apt to see it as question begging. The broadly hedonist conception of well-being comports with his interlocutors’ views nearly enough, and it gives Socrates just enough room to argue for his conclusion. So it serves his dialectical purposes. He might even think that the hedonist conceptions are extensionally adequate representations of well-being—that well-being does in fact correlate perfectly with the presence of good feelings and the absence of bad feelings. What is clear is that he rejects these conceptions as intensionally inadequate: they do not capture the ultimate end of our rational pursuits.14

The third principal source for those who would attribute a hedonist conception of well-being to Plato is the Laws. When the Athenian argues that someone who suffers no conventional evil but is unjust does not enjoy well-being, he faces special resistance from the fact that such a person seems to live pleasantly (661d–662a). The Athenian concedes that the best life is most pleasant (662a–664c; cf. 732e–734d), and he concedes that people are motivated by pleasure to the extent that they will not be motivated to do anything that does not bring more pleasure than pain (663b). These concessions might suggest hedonism about well-being, but they should not. The Athenian says that what is good for a person and what is pleasant for her are inseparable, but not identical (663a–b; cf. 662a and 734d–e). This comports with Socrates’ arguments in the Republic: the most just life is best and most pleasant, but well-being is not identical with pleasure.



The Socratic conception

Against Protagoras, Socrates maintains that well-being is a matter of objective fact, discoverable by the wise. Against hedonists, he maintains that well-being must be an unconditional good that one can successfully pursue directly. These arguments make trouble for many of the goods on the naïve list of what causes our lives to go well. But they make no trouble for wisdom and, especially, if we recall the Euthydemus’ insistence on use or activity, wise activity. And in fact Socrates frequently insists that well-being—doing well, being successful—is identical to virtuous activity (Charm. 171e–172a, Cr. 48b, Euthd. 278e–282d, Gorg. 507c, Rep. 353e–354a), and since he also frequently insists that virtue is or at least requires wisdom,15 he can also be taken to say that well-being is virtuous activity.

Although Socrates suggests this view in Book One of the Republic (353e–354a), he cannot assume it in the rest of the dialogue, since Glaucon and Adeimantus issue a challenge that rests on a competing conception of well-being. This helps to explain why Socrates’ arguments in the Republic appeal, as we have seen, to a conception of well-being that he rejects and why so few readers of Plato attribute to him this clear, Socratic conception of well-being as virtuous activity.16

But there are also other reasons why readers miss this. First, the Socratic view seems to fit poorly with Socrates’ broader understanding of value. At least apart from the Euthydemus, he identifies things other than wisdom as good for us, and he even insists that some such things are non-instrumentally good for us (e.g., Rep. 357b–358a). But Socrates can consider something to be non-instrumentally good—good regardless of what follows from it—without thinking that it is unconditionally good—good in all circumstances. A pleasantly amusing activity might be finally valuable, but not unconditionally so, because it would not be good when, say, virtue required helping someone.17 The recognition of final goods other than virtuous activity does not entail the recognition of unconditional goods other than wise virtuous activity, and as the ultimate goal to explain and justify action, well-being must be an unconditional good.

Nevertheless, even if Socrates does not have to identify final goods as constituents of well-being and parts of the ultimate end, he still might do so. Even if goods other than virtue and virtuous activity are only conditionally valuable, still they might be conditionally valuable parts of an unconditionally valuable whole, and Socrates might be thought to develop this possibility in the Philebus.18 But the Philebus addresses three questions that are not easily kept distinct: (1) What is the successful life like? (2) What things are good for a human being, by causally promoting a successful life? and (3) What is the good for a human being, the ultimate goal of action, which is the success of a successful life? Socrates plainly suggests that a successful life is a mixed life, including various pleasures and knowledge (60c–61a, cf. 22a–23a), and he plainly thinks that some pleasures and knowledge are good for a human being. But does he conclude that these various goods constitute a single unconditional good that is the success of a successful life? It seems, rather, that he means to isolate the best part of a mixed life, and to assign a special role to it (64c–d). He says that what makes a mixture of goods a successful life is what puts this mixture into a kind of unity, manifesting beauty, measure, and truth (64d–65a). This seems to locate the success of a successful life not in the various goods mixed into it, but in the wise way in which they are mixed. If this is what Socrates means, then he is not taking back his thought that the unconditional good, the ultimate goal of action, is virtuous or wise activity.

Charity might generate a third reason to doubt that Plato fully endorses a Socratic conception of well-being as virtuous activity. After all, this conception is indeterminate to the point of being uninformative. For what is virtuous activity? It certainly will not do to say that it is the sort of activity that is done for the sake of being virtuous activity. But Plato’s dialogues offer two ways of identifying virtuous activity. The first is psychology. Virtue is the disposition that makes its possessor do what it essentially does well (Rep. 352d–354d). To give an account of the virtues of the soul, then, one must first give an account of how the soul works. An account of healthy and unhealthy psychological functioning will identify the virtues as the dispositions of healthy functioning.19

The second way of identifying virtue is wisdom. For Plato, virtue is or requires wisdom, and wisdom is or requires a coherent grasp of how things are. So virtue is determined not merely from the “scientific” point of view, working out an explanatory account of how, say, anger works, or love, or lust, but also from the agent’s point of view, working out how these feelings, and the values they implicate, do and do not hang together with each other and with all our other attitudes. Only if we can survive Socratic examination can we begin to think that we might be wise and virtuous, and this constrains what wise and virtuous activity could be.

Of course, these methods are hard, and reasonable people can disagree about where they lead. The many followers of Socrates and Plato who embraced the Socratic conception of well-being as virtuous activity disagreed sharply about what virtuous activity is. Some, including Cynics and Stoics, took a more ascetic, but also more democratic and psychologized, view: they think that virtuous activity is available to anyone, just by the achievement of psychological coherence, and not requiring good fortune in one’s external circumstances. Others, such as Aristotle, believe that virtuous activity, as the best realization of the best condition a human being can be in, is what a powerful, beautiful, wealthy, and in other ways fortunate member of a ruling elite does. On this view, humans naturally desire certain aristocratic ends, and virtuous activity is hampered, even if only slightly, by the frustration of these desires. Psychological coherence itself requires some good fortune. These debates between Peripatetics and Stoics play out possibilities left open by Plato’s dialogues, as Greek philosophers tried to determine what well-being is by determining what virtuous activity is.20



Related topics

Aristotle, hedonistic theories of well-being in antiquity, objective list theories, perfectionism, subjectivism, hedonism.



Further reading


	Plato, especially the Euthydemus, Protagoras, Gorgias, Republic, and Philebus. For alternatives to the interpretations mooted here, start with Irwin (1995) and Annas (1999).





Notes


	 
On such views, see Fletcher (Chapter 12 , this volume).

	
Cf. Dimas (2002) ; McCabe (2002) .

	  
Cf. Jones (2013) .

	
Waterlow (1977 : 33–34); Lee (2005 : 44–47).

	
For the first of these , see especially Burnyeat (1976) . For the second, see Cooper (1970) .

	
Chappell  (2004 : 132).

	  
Vlastos (1956) is an exception.

	  
Farrar (1989) and Shaw (2015) .

	  
Taylor (1991) and Irwin (1995) .

	  
Zeyl (1980) and Shaw (2015) .

	  
Butler (1999) .

	
Notice the terms of the challenge put to Socrates and of his answer: 347e with 352d, 358a, 361c–d, 365c–d, 545a–b, 580b–c.

	
See Kamtekar (2006) .

	
Cf. Eu. 11a–b with Evans (2012) .

	
For the identity claim, the “unity of virtues” thesis, see Penner (1973) .

	
Compare, for instance, the characterizations of Socrates’ conception(s) of well-being in the Republic by Annas (1981 : 314–334) and Reeve (1988 : 153–159).

	
Cf. Korsgaard (1983) .

	  
Cooper (1977) .

	
Cf. Bradford on perfectionism (Chapter 10 , this volume).

	
This chapter condenses interpretations I develop at greater length elsewhere, and I thank those who have helped with those forthcoming essays, including especially Emily Austin, Scott Berman, Erik Curiel, Matt Evans, Verity Harte, Rusty Jones, Rachana Kamtekar, Richard Kraut, Casey Perin, David Reeve, Clerk Shaw, Rachel Singpurwalla, Iakovos Vasiliou, Matt Walker, and Eric Wiland.





References


	Annas, J. (1981) An Introduction to Plato’s Republic, Oxford: Clarendon Press.

	Annas, J. (1999) Platonic Ethics, Old and New, Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press.

	Burnyeat, M. (1976) “Protagoras and Self-Refutation in Plato’s Theaetetus,” Philosophical Review 85(2), 172–195.

	Butler, J. (1999) “The Arguments for the Most Pleasant Life in Republic IX: A Note Against the Common Interpretation,” Apeiron 32(1), 37–48.

	Chappell, T.D.J. (2004) Reading Platoߣs Theaetetus, Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag.

	Cooper, J. (1970) “Plato on Sense Perception and Knowledge: Theaetetus 184–186,” Phronesis 15, 123–146.

	Cooper, J. (1977) “Plato’s Theory of Human Good in the Philebus,” Journal of Philosophy 74(11), 714–730.

	Dimas, P. (2002) “Happiness in the Euthydemus,” Phronesis 47, 1–27.

	Evans, M. (2012) “Lessons from Euthyphro 10a–11b,” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 42, 1–38.

	Farrar, C. (1989) The Origins of Democratic Thinking: The Invention of Politics in Classical Athens, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Irwin, T.H. (1995) Plato’s Ethics, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Jones, R.E. (2013) “Wisdom and Happiness in Euthydemus 278–282,” Philosophers’ Imprint 13(14), 1–21.

	Kamtekar, R. (2006) “Plato on the Attribution of Conative Attitudes,” Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 88(2), 127–162.

	Korsgaard, C. (1983) “Two Distinctions in Goodness,” Philosophical Review 92(2), 169–195.

	Lee, M-K. (2005) Epistemology After Protagoras: Responses to Relativism in Plato, Aristotle, and Democritus, Oxford: Clarendon.

	McCabe, M.M. (2002) “Indifference readings: Plato and the Stoa on Socratic Ethics” in T.P. Wiseman (ed.) Classics in Progress: Essays on Ancient Greece and Rome, London: British Academy.

	Penner, T. (1973) “The Unity of Virtue,” Philosophical Review 82(1), 35–68.

	Reeve, C.D.C. (1988) Philosopher-Kings: The Argument of Plato’s Republic, Princeton: Princeton University Press.

	Shaw, J.C. (2015) Plato’s Anti-hedonism and the Protagoras, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Taylor, C.C.W. (ed.) (1991) Plato: Protagoras, 2nd ed., Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Vlastos, G. (1956) “Introduction,” in G. Vlastos (ed.) Plato: Protagoras, Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill.

	Waterlow, S. (1977) “Protagoras and Inconsistency: Theaetetus 171a6-c7,” Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 59(1), 19-36.

	Zeyl, D.J. (1980) “Socrates and Hedonism_ Protagoras 351b–358d,” Phronesis 25, 250–269.








2 Aristotle on well-being

Richard Kraut

DOI: 10.4324/9781315682266-4



Does Aristotle have a theory of well-being?

“Every craft and every line of inquiry, and likewise every action and decision, seems to seek some good” (I.1 1094a1–2).1 Thus begins Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. It starts from an observation about “some good” as the object of all human striving, and soon turns to “the good,” that is, “the best good” (I.2 1094a21–22), which is then (I.4 1095a18) equated with eudaimonia (commonly translated as “happiness”). It is generally agreed, Aristotle notes at this point, that “living well and doing well are the same as being happy” (1095a19–20). But, he asks, what, more precisely, is this highest good? What do living well, doing well, and happiness consist in? After surveying answers that others have given to this question, he comes to the conclusion that the good he has been seeking is a certain kind of activity of the soul in accordance with virtue (I.7 1098a16–17). From that point on, the Ethics becomes a full-scale treatment of the virtues and several other goods (friendship and pleasure) that accompany the virtues.

It is generally assumed that in all of this Aristotle is talking about what we call “well-being.” Other expressions now used to express the same concept are “welfare” and “prudential value.” It is a concept that we employ when we talk about what is in someone’s interest, or what benefits him, or what is to his advantage, or what is good for him. Someone’s well-being or welfare, we assume, is non-instrumentally beneficial or advantageous. If someone acquires what is beneficial only when used as a means to something else, that acquisition does not by itself increase his well-being. How much well-being he has (more colloquially: how well off he is) is a matter of how he is faring with respect to what is non-instrumentally good for him. Well-being is not one benefit among others, but an overall measure of how someone is faring with respect to what is non-instrumentally good for him.

Back, now, to Aristotle: notice that the opening line of the Ethics says only that the object of each instance of human striving is “some good.” Notice as well how lacking in specificity this claim is. Aristotle has not said here that we aim, in all that we do, at some advantage to ourselves. He does not even say that we aim at what is advantageous to someone or other. He has other words that are correctly translated “advantageous” or “beneficial” (ophelimon, sumpheron)—but his word here is agathon, which is properly translated as “good,” but not “advantageous” or “beneficial”.

Perhaps it will be said that when Aristotle says that the highest good is eudaimonia, and equates this with living well and doing well, he must be understood to be talking about what we call “well-being.” That is of course how he is commonly interpreted. But why ought he to be read in this way? The Greek word, eu, that is translated “well” is simply the adverbial form of the adjective, agathon, and we have already observed that this is a highly generic commendatory term, as contrasted with the greater specificity of Aristotle’s words for what is beneficial or advantageous to someone. If someone is doing something well, it does not immediately follow, from the meaning of those words, that he is doing what is beneficial to himself or to anyone else. Similarly for “acting well” and “living well.” When it is said that someone is living well, that merely means that he is living in a good way—that he deserves to be commended for the way he is living. He is living as he ought, and as is right for him to live. But to say that he is living in a way that is in his own interest is to make a different and more specific claim—a claim that need not even be intended as a commendation. (“He is doing that only for self-interested reasons” can be a form of criticism.) By contrast, to say that someone is living in a good way is necessarily to speak with approval of his way of life.

The question I am raising can be put this way: when Aristotle’s inquiry into the good culminates in the conclusion that it consists of virtuous activity (I.7 1098a16–17), should we take him to be arguing there that such activity is the most beneficial thing for someone to have? Is he arguing that virtuous activity is the highest good of a human being, or instead that virtuous activity is the highest good for a human being? The first of these claims (using “of ”) means that virtuous activity is the best good that any human being can possess. The second (using “for”) means that virtuous activity is what benefits a human being most of all. We cannot assess the merits or deficiencies of Aristotle’s argument unless we know which of these two conclusions he is trying to reach. And to do so, we have no choice but to trace the progress of his discussion of goodness throughout Book I, beginning with the first line of his treatise.2

Aristotle, as I have said, does not start with the observation that advantageousness is on everyone’s mind when they act, but with the more general observation that goodness is on everyone’s mind. Are there grounds for supposing that at some point in Book I he moves from the generic idea of goodness to the more specific idea of advantageousness? If he has moved from one to the other, is some fallacy involved in this transition? Should we, out of charity, read him as making no claims about the advantageousness of a virtuous life, but only claims about the goodness of such a life—because to read him otherwise would open him to the charge that he has illicitly changed the subject?

Here is one way of defending Aristotle against this charge: we can say that when he writes, in his opening line, that goodness is on everyone’s mind, he is speaking elliptically.3 What he has omitted to say, but should be taken to mean, is that every craft (etc.) aims at what is good for someone (tini). And to speak of what is good for someone is of course to speak of what is advantageous. Thus read, the Ethics begins with an observation about the ubiquity of advantageousness in our practical thinking. This allows us to take all of the other statements that Aristotle makes in the remainder of Book I about goodness to be elliptical statements about what is good for someone. And in this way, we can vindicate the widely held belief that Aristotle has a theory of well-being.

But there is an alternative interpretation that I think should be preferred. When Aristotle says that every craft (and so on) seems to aim at some good, we should take him to mean that when a builder (for example) makes a house, he has an answer to the question, “why are you doing that?” There is, in other words, a reason why he is building it. Saying that he is aiming at some good when he builds a house is simply a way of saying that he is doing so for some reason. Were the builder to say, “I am building this house because its coming into existence is good,” that would mean: “I am building this house because there is a reason why it should come into existence.” But what is that reason? He has (according to this interpretation) not yet said so. Similarly, the opening line (thus read) means that whenever we decide to act, we have a reason for acting. But no restriction has been placed in this line on what that reason is. It may be some advantage that the agent sees for himself, or for someone else. But it may be some other reason—a reason that does not advert to advantage but some other factor.4

What other sorts of considerations besides advantageousness does Aristotle think relevant to making decisions? He says in Book II, Chapter 3 (1004b30–32) that there are three “objects of choice” (eis tas haireseis): the kalon (what is fine, beautiful, noble), the advantageous (sumpheron), and the pleasant (hêdu); and three opposite “objects of avoidance”: the shameful (aischron), the harmful (blaberon), and the painful (lupêron). So, according to the interpretation I am proposing, the first line of the Ethics leaves it open that sometimes we make decisions on the basis of pleasure but not on the basis of advantage, or on the basis of the kalon but not advantage. (This does not mean that, according to Aristotle, people do sometimes choose in this way—only that his opening sentence does not rule out this possibility.)

Here is one reason for preferring this reading to the one that says that Aristotle is speaking elliptically in his opening line: it would have been quite easy for Aristotle to say that every craft (etc.) aims at some advantage. He need only have used sumpheron or ophelimon instead of agathon. And yet he does not choose these words. If we read him as speaking elliptically (saying “good” where he means “good for someone”), we can offer no explanation for why he did not express himself more clearly.

Second, as we have seen, Aristotle himself points out (NE II.3) that there are several types of reasons, not just one, for making decisions: they come under the headings of the advantageous, the fine, and the pleasant. It would be strange, then, for him to write an opening line in which he asserts that all of our endeavors have just one of these (advantageousness) as their object.

Third, we can easily understand why an author might begin a treatise with a statement that presupposes as little as possible. The weaker the premise one starts from, the less vulnerable to objection it is. If Aristotle begins by taking goodness to be what practical thinking has in mind, and this means merely that when we engage in craft activities, or pursue some investigation, or make some decision, we have a reason for doing so, he makes no commitment to what sorts of reasons we have. This is as it should be—the question of what sorts of reasons we have can be postponed momentarily. By contrast, if Aristotle says nothing in favor of the idea that advantageousness lies behind all practical thinking, he is beginning with a premise that cries out for defense.

If these considerations convince us that the opening sentence of the Ethics adverts to reasons for action but not to advantageousness as a reason, ought we to say that even when he reaches the conclusion, in NE I.7, that virtuous activity is the greatest good, he means, not that it is more advantageous to the agent than anything else, but that what we have most reason to seek and sustain is such activity? That would be an implausible way to read him. Aristotle cannot be non-committal about whether it is better (more advantageous) for someone to be a good human being or a bad human being. He cannot be read to mean that although in some respect (e.g., the kalon) a virtuous life is superior to the life of someone who lacks virtue, it is not the case that the virtuous life is more beneficial. That would leave unanswered the question: “In that case, why should we be virtuous?”

The best interpretation, then, is one that takes Aristotle to be moving from an opening claim about goodness (not advantageousness) to a further claim about which goods benefit us most—and doing so without committing some logical fallacy. To read him in this way, we need only observe that every activity Aristotle mentions, after his opening line, can plausibly be understood as an endeavor that seeks some goal on the assumption that it brings some advantage to someone. He is, in other words, implicitly offering an inductive argument for a narrower and stronger claim than the one with which his treatise begins. “Health is the end of medicine, a boat of boat building, victory of generalship, and wealth of household management” (1094a8–9). In each case, it is advantageousness that motivates a pursuit. Similarly for all of his remaining examples: bridle making, horsemanship, generalship. The doctor is not aiming at pleasure (his own or that of his patient) or at something beautiful, fine, and noble. He is trying to benefit a sick individual. Similarly, each of the other activities mentioned is obviously designed to bring about some beneficial consequence.

So, Aristotle is not changing the subject, even though he begins with a claim about goodness, and then moves to claims about advantageousness. He has done something to earn the right to assert not only that we seek what we take to be good, but also that we seek what we take to be advantageous.

I suggest that, by the end of Book I, Chapter 1 , all of Aristotle’s further statements that employ the term agathon (“good”) are best understood as assertions about advantageousness. For example, when he says, in the opening lines of Book 1, Chapter 2 , that “the good”—that is, “the best good”— is something that we “wish for because of itself,” all else being sought for its sake, we should take him to be asserting that what stands at the top of this hierarchy of ends is something that is more advantageous than (and in that respect, better than) everything subordinate to it. Aristotle’s inductive argument has come to an end in Chapter 1 ; Chapter 2 tacitly adopts its conclusion, and so, although we could not understand agathon in terms of advantageousness in the opening line, at this point in his exposition we can and should so interpret it.5

What counts in favor of this suggestion is that, when we reach Book I, Chapter 3 , it is clear that Aristotle is using agathon to advance claims about what is advantageous. Since that is the manner in which he is addressing his audience in I.3, and he has completed his inductive argument for moving from goodness to advantageousness in I.1, there is no good reason to refuse to interpret the occurrences of agathon in I.2 as assertions about advantageousness.

Here is the passage in I.3 that I have in mind:



Fine things [kala] and just things, about which politics inquires, have many differences and variations, and so they seem to exist only by convention and not by nature. But good things [agatha] also have that kind of variation, because of the harms [blabas] that result from them for many people (1094b14–18).



Aristotle’s point is that we should not move from (a) the variation of the kalon (what is often kalon in some circumstances is not) to the conclusion that (b) the kalon is a mere matter of convention; for if we did, we would also have to move from (c) variation in what is good (what is generally good is sometimes harmful) to the conclusion that (d) goodness too is conventional. The words kalon and blaberon are drawn from his three categories of choice-worthy goals and three opposite categories of objects to be avoided (recall the taxonomy of II.3, cited above). He is saying that that just as nothing is good (agathon) or bad just as a matter of convention, so nothing is kalon or shameful just as a matter of convention. What is significant for our purposes is his use of agathon as a term that expresses the concept of advantageousness. Here it is legitimate to substitute for the generic commendatory term agathon the more specific way in which something can be agathon: by being advantageous. Aristotle is now advancing claims about what is advantageous by using the term agathon.

This gives us sufficient reason to read his theory of goodness as a theory of well-being. When he says, in I.4, that the ultimate end that everyone seeks is eudaimonia (living well), we have strong textual grounds for taking him to mean that at the top of the hierarchy of goods is something that is most advantageous for the individual who has that good. And so, when he argues in I.7 that this is virtuous activity, we are justified in taking this to mean that such activity is not merely the good of a human being, but also something that is good for the virtuous person.

If further evidence for this interpretation is needed, it can be found by combining Aristotle’s statement, in NE I.2, that the subject that studies the supreme good is political science (1095a24–27), and his later statement (VIII.9) that what political science studies is the common advantage.



The political community seems to have come together from the beginning and to abide for the sake of advantage [sumpherontos]. For it is at this that the lawgivers aim, and justice, they say, is the common advantage [sumpheron]. So the other communities aim at some portion [kata merê] of what is advantageous [sumpherontos] . . . but the political community does not aim at the present advantage [sumpherontos], but at the whole of life (1160a11–23).6



Each of the subordinate disciplines and crafts mentioned in NE I.1 (medicine, boat-construction, military strategy, household management, bridle making, horse riding) has what is advantageous to someone as its goal; and the degree to which each of their subordinate ends is to be pursued is determined by the political leader, who regulates the city by looking to the highest goal of all—the advantage of each of the citizens. That advantage is the same for all: a happy life, or, to put it in our terms, a life full of well-being.



Eudaimonia and happiness

Now that we can be sure that it really is well-being that Aristotle is talking about, let us ask what his theory of well-being says.

As I noted earlier, Aristotle says that the highest good is eudaimonia and he adds that “living well and doing well are the same as being eudaimon” (I.4 1095a19–20). It is important not to be misled by the common practice of using the word “happiness” to render his eudaimonia. The Greek word is unmistakably a term of evaluation, as Aristotle’s statement here indicates. It is composed of two segments: eu, meaning “well”; and daimon, which refers to a less-than-omnipotent divine being who oversees one’s life. To be eudaimon, then, is to have, as it were, a guardian angel who is doing well in guiding one’s life. Or, as we might put it, it is to be smiled upon by Lady Luck—if we personify Luck as a force that takes a personal interest in one’s life. But Aristotle pays no attention, in his ethical theorizing, to the daimon element in the etymology of eudaimonia. He is guided instead by the widely accepted assumption of Greek speakers that when one asks whether someone is eudaimon, one is asking whether she is living well. And that of course depends on what kind of life she has. One cannot assess how well someone’s life is being lived unless one knows what good things or bad things are in it.

By contrast, our term “happiness” is most often used as a description of someone’s state of mind, some mood or emotion that she is feeling. One can be in a “smiley” mood, or feel a sudden joy or sense of well-being. When used in this common way, it is part of our empirical vocabulary, not a term by which we assess how well someone’s life is going for her. We can criticize someone for being joyous when that response is inappropriate, or for being happy with herself when she should be dissatisfied. Even so, we do sometimes use “happy” in an evaluative context. We can say that a plant is not happy in a dark corner, meaning simply that it is not doing well there; or we can criticize someone’s writing by noting his unhappy choice of words. Furthermore, happiness is often regarded not as a shallow and passing feeling, but as a uniquely valuable state of mind—something elusive and deep, and worthy of being one’s ultimate end (even if it is best achieved by aiming at other goals). We should distinguish this deep and meaningful happiness from a shallow and fleeting feeling of pleasure.7 It is, as I said, elusive: many people wonder whether they are happy in the way that matters most. In doing so, they implicitly assume that a life is not truly happy unless it is devoted to what does not merely seem good but really is so. So understood, our term “happiness” is evaluative as well as descriptive, and like the term eudaimonia it conveys the idea of well-being and of a healthy state of the soul.



Is eudaimonia a dominant or an inclusive end?

Aristotle puts good (advantageous) things into one of three categories: (a) those chosen only because of the other things they bring; (b) those chosen for themselves as well as for what they bring; (c) those that bring nothing else but are chosen only for themselves (I.7 1097a25–34). Happiness, he claims, goes into the third of these categories.

It is tempting to object: “can’t one seek happiness in part because one’s own unhappiness would make one less eager or able to help others become happy?” But there is a way to interpret Aristotle that protects him against this objection: we can take him to mean that my happiness leads to no further advantage that I could have; it is therefore not to be sought for the sake of something else that benefits me. If it were desirable for the sake of some further good, that other good would be even better than happiness (I.1 1094a14–16)—and Aristotle holds that there can be no such good.

This allows some well-lived lives to be better than others; Aristotle argues, in fact, that a political life is happy in a secondary way (X.8 1178a7–9), and that it is the life devoted to philosophical theorizing that is happiest (X.7–8). In that sense, there can be something better than this or that happy life—namely, an even happier life. But there is no good, X, not identical to happiness, such that X plus happiness is better for someone to possess than happiness alone.

Because eudaimonia is the supreme good in this sense, it might be regarded as a composite made up of several parts. That would help explain why Aristotle thinks that one can do no better for oneself than to be eudaimon. Suppose we make a list of all the things rightly chosen for themselves: A, B, C, and D. To be eudaimon, we might say, is simply to have all of these goods. It is an inclusive end—inclusive of all intrinsic goods. It is the supreme good because nothing can be better than having A, B, C, and D. Surely it would not be better to lack some of these goods.8

Aristotle appears to be saying precisely this:



We think happiness is most choiceworthy of all goods [since] it is not counted as one good among many. [If it were] counted as one good among many, then, clearly, we think it would be more choiceworthy if the smallest of goods were added; for the good that is added becomes an extra quantity of goods, and the larger of two goods is always more choiceworthy (1097b17–20).



But there is a different way of reading this passage, one that does not commit Aristotle to the idea that happiness is a plurality, containing all the intrinsic goods there are.9 According to this second interpretation, Aristotle means that the supreme goodness of happiness does not consist in its simply being the best single item on a list of intrinsic goods. Its supremacy does not consist in its being better than A, better than B, better than C, and so on. For if it merely had that kind of supremacy, it might still be inferior to some combination of itself and something else. Instead, its special supremacy must consist in this fact: once you have seen that someone’s life is as happy as a life can be, because it has X (the good in which happiness consists), then you are committed to saying not merely that X is better than any other single good, but also that “X plus A” or “X plus B” (and so on) do not name something better than “X” alone. The goodness of a life that is happy (the benefit to oneself of having such a life) is accounted for solely by the presence in it of a full amount of the good that happiness consists in. That is what it means to say that eudaimonia is “most choiceworthy of all goods . . . not counted as one good among many.” (An analogy: What makes it the case that team A beats team B is that A has more points than B. Of course, A needs better players than B, in order to get more points. But having better players is not what constitutes winning. Similarly, if X is what happiness consists in, it might be case that one cannot have X unless one has other goods as well. Even so, being happy consists simply in having X.)

This second reading is the one that best fits the text, for Aristotle’s theory of well-being holds that the human good is this and only this: virtuous activity of the rational soul. Happiness consists in just that one type of good, for only one end is at the top of the hierarchy of goods. Lesser goods are to be pursued for the sake of others that are more valuable, and these may in turn be sought because they lead to still others that are better, but the chain of goals must terminate somewhere. That is a fundamental thesis of Book I, Chapters 1 and 2 ; and that idea culminates (in I.7) in the conclusion that the ultimate end is virtuous activity. That is the good at the top of this pyramid: it is the “dominant” end. It is supremely good in a special way: not only is it better than any other single good, but in addition, “a lifetime of unimpeded virtuous activity plus honor,” “a lifetime of unimpeded virtuous activity plus friendship,” and so on, do not name a good superior to the one named by “a lifetime of unimpeded virtuous activity.”10

Of course, Aristotle believes that human beings do need honor and friendship in order to achieve eudaimonia. But that is because their virtuous activity would be impeded were they to be dishonored and friendless; it is not because honor and friendship are themselves components of the highest good. This, Aristotle believes, is confirmed by the recognition that the living substance that has a better life than anything else in the universe is not a human being but a god who engages in just one activity and who can do so without needing friends, honor, or anything else external to its mind. The rest of the universe depends on a single unmoved mover that unceasingly and forever engages in unimpeded virtuous activity of the best sort, namely the exercise of theoretical wisdom (NE X.7–8, Metaphysics XII.9, Politics VII.1 1323b21–26). It lacks every other good available to human beings, but it is no worse for that, because the one good it does have is the greatest happiness.

There is no passage in which Aristotle says: the good for the sake of which every decision must be made is a composite of virtuous activity, honor, friendship, health, and so on (all of these being things that should be chosen for themselves). Rather, he says: “the human good proves to be activity of the soul in accord with virtue, and indeed with the best and most complete virtue, if there are more virtues than one” (I.7 1098a16–18). Of course, for a human being to live a happy life involves pursuing all of the goals in the hierarchy, the lower ones for the sake of the higher. A happy human life must have many good things in it—not a jumble, but a structure of ends, with one type of end at the top. But when Aristotle says that “the happy person is the one whose activities accord with complete virtue, with an adequate supply of external goods, not for just any time but for a complete life” (I.10 1101a14–16), he is describing the happy human being, not naming the good at the top of the hierarchy of ends.

Because happiness consists not only in having the habits, skills, and wisdom of a virtuous person, but the unimpeded activation of those qualities of mind on a regular basis over a substantial period of time, it is vulnerable to fortune. Those mental properties cannot be taken from us by others, but the opportunity and wherewithal needed to exercise them can be lost. One cannot exercise the virtues in the political arena if one’s city has been destroyed (I.10 1101a8), and one cannot contemplate the basic truths of the world if one lacks the leisure to do so. The Stoics, of course, disagree; they turn away from Aristotle and from common sense and join Socrates in saying that a good man cannot be harmed (Apology 41c–d). Aristotle’s theory of well-being, by contrast, is an effort to accommodate both the plausible idea that no human being is invulnerable to misfortune and the plausible idea that qualities such as wisdom, justice, and courage do not merely belong on a list of goods, but are in some way on a higher level than others.



Flourishing

Aristotle’s deep interest in biology stands behind his conception of well-being. He thinks of the development of our cognitive, affective, and social powers as the analogue in human life to the development of lesser powers in plants and animals. All living things have the potential to live well, each according to its endowment. For plants, a flourishing life is simply a matter of nutrition, growth, and reproduction. For non-human animals, living well also involves locomotion, perception, and (in some cases) a certain kind of sociability. His argument for identifying happiness with virtuous activity in NE I.7 rests on the assumption that the human soul gives us the potential to do better than other forms of life. As we might put it, our emotional repertoire and cognitive powers enable us to achieve a life of greater richness and depth than is available to plants and other animals. To exploit these greater possibilities, however, requires a long process of habituation and learning, culminating in the acquisition of practical and theoretical wisdom. Aristotle’s best insight, I believe, is that we should think biologically about what is beneficial for living things. Living well—living to one’s best advantage—is the flourishing of one’s inherent powers.11



Notes


	
Unless noted otherwise, the translation used is that of Irwin, T.H. (1999) Nicomachean Ethics, 2nd ed., Indianapolis: Hackett.


	
My thinking about this issue has been stimulated by Gavin Lawrence (2006) “Human Good and Human Function,” in R. Kraut (ed.), The Blackwell Guide to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Malden, MA: Blackwell, pp. 37–75. He takes success at something to be the central concept that Aristotle exploits in Book I of the Ethics. But if succeeding at something is simply doing it well (as success in life is living well), and doing something well is doing it in a way that is good, we must ask: good for whom?


	
This is the interpretation I proposed in Against Absolute Goodness (2011), Oxford: OUP, pp. 210–211.


	
To use Scanlon’s phrase, this is a “buck-passing” interpretation of the first sentence of the Ethics. See Scanlon, T.M. (1998) What We Owe to Each Other, Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, pp. 95–100.


	
Stoic ethics is similarly advantage-centered. According to the synopsis found in Diogenes Laertes, good is “that from which some advantage (ophelos) comes.” See Lives of Eminent Philosophers, vol. 2 (transl. R.D. Hicks) (1925 ), Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, p. VII.94. On my reading, Aristotle works towards this thesis; the Stoics posit it.


	
My translation.


	
For the idea that “happiness” can designate a deep affective condition, see Haybron, D.M. (2008) The Pursuit of Unhappiness: The Elusive Psychology of Well-Being, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 128–133 (and elsewhere). He also notes that “what is happiness?” can be understood either as a question about what a certain mental state is, or as one that asks what it is for a life to go well (pp. 29–32). But I doubt that these two senses are, as he suggests (p. 31), as distant from each other as are the two senses of “bank” (for a river bank and a financial institution) (p. 31). For happiness is an elusive state of mind in part because we seek to understand it in a way that explains its great value. (Contrast the ease with which we can keep apart questions about the nature and value of certain other states of mind—anger, for example.)


	
The terms “dominant end” and “inclusive end” were used by Hardie, W.F.R. (1965) “The Final Good in Aristotle’s Ethics,” Philosophy 40. He argues that Aristotle often thinks of happiness as a dominant end, but sometimes as an inclusive end. See too Ackrill, J.L. (1980) “Aristotle on Eudaimonia,” in A. Rorty (ed.), Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, pp. 15–34. He argues that it is only in Book X that a dominant end conception of happiness can be found. For the view that Aristotle consistently conceives of happiness as a plurality of goods, see Irwin, T.H. (2012) “Conceptions of Happiness in the Nicomachean Ethics,” in C. Shields (ed.) The Oxford Handbook of Aristotle, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 495–528.


	
I defend this interpretation more fully in Aristotle on the Human Good (1989), Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 197–266.


	
I take Aristotle to be assuming, when he says (I.7 1098a16–18) that the human good is virtuous activity of the rational soul, that one cannot be happy if this activity is a rare occurrence in one’s life, because one is often impeded by a lack of resources. He spells out this assumption at NE VII.13 1153b15–18.


	
I exploit these ideas in my defense of an Aristotelian conception of well-being in What is Good and Why: The Ethics of Well-Being, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press (2007), pp. 131–204.
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Ancient ethics is commonly, and rightly, characterized as “eudaimonistic.” At the start of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle sets out the overall framework within which most ancient ethicists operate: the highest good is eudaimonia, or happiness, which is valuable for its own sake and not for the sake of anything else. Everything else that is valuable is valuable either as an instrumental means to achieving eudaimonia or as a constituent of eudaimonia. (For Aristotle, wealth would be an example of an instrumental means to eudaimonia, whereas interacting with your friends would be one of its constituents.) Aristotle notes that, while everybody agrees that eudaimonia is the highest good, this is a “thin” agreement merely on what to label the highest good, as people sharply disagree on what the substance of eudaimonia is (NE I 1095a17–22).1

The dominant strain of ancient ethics is objectivist and perfectionist: eudaimonia is not a state of mind. Instead, it is primarily or entirely constituted by virtue and virtuous activity, that is, by the perfection and exercise of our nature as rational and social animals. Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics differ on many important ethical questions, but they share a common commitment to the centrality of virtue and acting virtuously to the good life. Virtue is in itself noble and beautiful (kalon), and its possession is intrinsically beneficial to the virtuous person.

But there is an important and substantial countermovement within ancient ethics, which characterizes the highest good in subjectivist terms. Democritus, the inspiration for Epicurus’ atomistic metaphysics, denied that pleasure was the good, but he did identify the good with a state of mind: euthumia, or cheerfulness2 (DL IX 45). Socrates’ follower Aristippus was notorious for his willingness to flout conventions of what is proper in his pursuit of pleasure, although our reports conflict on whether he was a full-blown hedonist or not.3 This chapter will concentrate on the Epicureans and Cyrenaics, who give the two fullest statements of subjectivist theories of well-being in antiquity, both of which explicitly identify pleasure as the highest good. The Epicureans and Cyrenaics fashioned their views against the backdrop of Plato’s and Aristotle’s extensive discussions of pleasure.4 Both Plato and Aristotle believe that the best human lives will be pleasant, but they also regard hedonism as mistaken and dangerous. Although our sources do not allow us to assert confidently that the Epicureans and Cyrenaics are reacting to Plato or Aristotle point-by-point in devising their positions, viewing their positions through the lens of Plato’s and Aristotle’s criticisms of hedonism is useful.

This entry will start with a consideration of how the Epicureans and Cyrenaics try to establish that pleasure is the highest good, before moving on to what each school says about the nature of pleasure. Then we will look at the role virtue plays (or does not play) in the acquisition of pleasure, and the place of epistemic goods such as knowledge of the workings of the world. The entry will close with a brief look at the ethics of the Pyrrhonian skeptics: although not hedonists, their ethics shares surprising affinities to the Epicureans’ ethics while breaking from Epicureanism and the rest of the Greek ethical tradition in how to attain the good life.


Hedonism and teleology

The two earliest extant arguments that try to establish pleasure as the highest good are in the writings of Plato and Aristotle. Both start from empirical observations of what is (supposedly) pursued for its own sake and derive conclusions about what is good. In his consideration of what pleasure is and how it figures into the happy life, Aristotle recounts the hedonistic arguments of Eudoxus, an astronomer, student of Plato, and older compatriot of Aristotle. Eudoxus believes that what is most choiceworthy is what is chosen for its own sake and not for the sake of anything else, and all animals, both rational and non-rational, seek pleasure. And we seek it for its own sake: we never ask somebody for the sake of what they’re being pleased, as we assume that the pleasure is choiceworthy in itself (NE X 1172b9–28). In Protagoras 351c–354e, Socrates gives a similar argument: we pursue pleasure for its own sake and avoid pain for its own sake. We do sometimes embrace pains and avoid pleasures, but that is never because we regard suffering as something in itself good or disdain pleasure as being in itself bad. Instead, we do so precisely because some pains produce more pleasure in the long run, and some pleasures lead to greater pain, and this shows that pleasure is good and pain bad.5

These arguments have some ambiguities: as stated, both arguments would seem to establish only that pleasure is an intrinsic good, not the sole intrinsic good. And in Eudoxus’ argument, the relationship between the universal pursuit of pleasure and its goodness is unclear. He says that, just as each species of animal seeks the sort of food that is good for it, all animals seek pleasure. This suggests that perhaps the universal pursuit of pleasure acts as evidence for its goodness, rather than being the reason for its goodness, just as we may take the characteristic pursuit of some sort of food by a species as evidence that that sort of food is good for those animals, rather than thinking that the food is good for them just because they all pursue it.6

The Epicureans and Cyrenaics put forward the same basic argument in favor of hedonism while clearing up these ambiguities. The Cyrenaics say that we are all instinctively attracted to pleasure and we seek for nothing further when we have it, and this is why pleasure is the end (DL II 88). The Epicureans assert that the end is what is sought for its own sake and not for the sake of anything else, and that the one thing that all animals seek for its own sake and not for the sake of anything else is pleasure. This psychological fact is supposed to be especially evident when we look at the behavior of infants (Cic. Fin. I 29–30).

To this behavioral argument, the Cyrenaics and Epicureans add an affective proof of pleasure’s goodness and pain’s badness. Pleasure is agreeable to all living things, pain repellent, say the Cyrenaics (DL II 87), and our affections are the criteria for what is good and bad: our approval of pleasure is what makes it good, our disapproval of pain what makes it bad (Sextus Empiricus, AM vii 199–200). Likewise, the Epicureans claim that no long argument is needed to establish the goodness of pleasure and the badness of pain: all that is required is to draw our attention to what each is like in our experience7 (Cic. Fin. I 30). (If somebody doubts that pain is bad, kick them in the shin.)

So the Cyrenaics and Epicureans ground our end in our goal-directed behavior and our pro-attitudes. One could accept this overall approach to determining what our good is while rejecting hedonism by rejecting the supposed psychological facts that support it.8 Critics of hedonism like Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics do reject the hedonists’ accounts of motivation. But more fundamentally, they reject their approach, because they believe that there are normative standards external to what we happen to pursue and approve of that we should use to evaluate them. Thus, even though the positions needn’t have lined up this way, it’s probably no coincidence that the dominant strain of Greek ethics, with its objectivist and perfectionist view on eudaimonia, is advanced by philosophers with teleological world-views; whereas the subjectivist countermovement consists of philosophers who do not have this sort of world-view. Aristotle believes that our reason has a function it fulfills when it understands and contemplates the truths of cosmology and theology, whereas the Epicureans thinks that organisms and their parts have no inherent purposes or functions, even though they are able to do various things (DRN V 772–1090).

For Plato, pleasant things obviously appear to be good, and to that limited extent he would agree with Epicurus. But a yummy pastry that seems good might not promote the genuine good of the body, which is health, and a flattering piece of oratory that seems good might not promote the genuine good of the soul, which is for the soul to have its proper order and organization9 (Gorgias 462b–466a, 506c–507c). For Aristotle, not all pleasures are good: the value of a pleasure depends on the value of what it is you are taking pleasure in, and so taking pleasure in an excellent activity is good and beneficial, while taking pleasure in a base activity is bad and harmful10 (NE 1175b24–33).



The nature of pleasure

Although the Epicureans and Cyrenaics agree that pleasure is the good, they sharply disagree on its nature. For the Cyrenaics, both pleasure and pain are psychic “movements,” the former a smooth motion we find congenial, the latter a rough motion we find repellant (DL II 86-87). We can distinguish between bodily and mental pleasures and pains, e.g., the pleasure of receiving a backrub versus the pleasure of delighting in the prosperity of your country. They held that bodily pleasures are far better than mental ones, and bodily pains much worse than mental ones, and offered as evidence for this that we punish offenders with bodily pains (DL II 90). How this argument is supposed to go is not entirely clear, but perhaps it is supposed to show that we abhor bodily pains far more than mental ones, which makes them more effective punishments for both retribution and deterrence. One source identifies the end for the Cyrenaics as bodily pleasure (DL II 87), although it would make more sense for the Cyrenaics to include both mental and bodily pleasures in the end, insofar as both are pleasures.

The Epicurean view on pleasure is much more complicated and idiosyncratic. They also accept the distinction between bodily and mental pleasures and pains, but reverse their priority. Bodily pleasures depend just upon the present state of my body, e.g., I am in bodily pain if I am being beaten by a baseball bat. But mental pleasures and pains encompass the past and future too, through memory and anticipation. Even if my bodily state is perfectly fine right now, if I know that several large people are waiting outside my office and will administer to me a sound thrashing with their baseball bats, the anxiety caused by my anticipation of this future bodily pain is itself painful. And when Epicurus was dying painfully, he said that he still felt blessed because counterbalancing the excruciating pain of his kidney stones was the joy he felt at the memory of his past philosophical conversations (DL X 22). In fact, the Epicureans recommend training yourself to recall sweet memories as a way to always have pleasure available (Cic. Fin. I 57).

The Epicureans also distinguish between “kinetic” and “static” pleasures. Epicurean “kinetic” pleasures are similar to Cyrenaic pleasures tout court: they’re psychic “movements” that we find congenial. They are also often associated with the process of fulfilling some desire, e.g., the sensation I feel as I’m eating while hungry. But what of the state I am in after I have eaten my fill, when I am satiated and no longer hungry? A key Epicurean innovation is to insist that this sort of state is not merely neutral between pleasure and pain, but is itself a kind of pleasure: a “static” pleasure. Aponia, or freedom from bodily distress, is bodily static pleasure: the state of not being hungry, thirsty, cold, itchy, etc. The simple principle that allows us to declare that it is a pleasure and not merely a neutral state is that anything we delight in is a pleasure, just as anything that distresses us is a pain (Cic. Fin. I 37). And we delight in being free of pain or need.

In the case of the mind, “joy” is labeled as a mental kinetic pleasure, while tranquility (ataraxia) is mental static pleasure: the state of being free from regret, anxiety, and other mental turmoil.

The Cyrenaics deny that merely being free of pain is a kind of pleasure, and they claim that, for Epicurus, the happiest person is a corpse or somebody asleep (Clement, Strom. ii 2 130.7–8, DL II 88). But this criticism is unfair. Although corpses are free from pain and anxiety, they are not tranquil and do not take delight in being free from fear. While aponia and ataraxia are defined negatively as freedom from bodily and mental pain, they are still positive mental states that require a person to be aware of them in order to be pleasures.

Not only are static pleasures genuine pleasures, the Epicureans claim that the removal of all pain is the limit of pleasure (KD 3), and that once this limit is reached, pleasure cannot be increased but only varied (KD 18). The pinnacle of happiness, for the Epicureans, is to achieve both aponia and ataraxia, with ataraxia being far more important. (As Epicurus’ own dying example is supposed to show, a person who is able to maintain his cheerfulness and tranquility even in the face of great bodily distress will find his situation, on balance, satisfying and pleasant, even though he would prefer not to suffer the bodily pain.) So even though the Epicureans are hedonists, it turns out that their ethics is chiefly about how to achieve tranquility, as tranquility is the main constituent of the pleasant life.11



Hedonism, the virtues, and happiness

The most serious charge leveled against hedonism as a theory of well-being is that it cannot accommodate a proper respect for the virtues: hedonism would justify vicious and shameful actions. Plato depicts the hedonist Callicles as rejecting conventional standards of self-control, respecting others, and taking one’s fair share in his unbridled pursuit of pleasure (Gorgias 482c–494b). Cicero thinks that hedonism would justify actions such as breaking a promise to a friend on his deathbed when you stand to gain greatly from your betrayal and you know that your betrayal would never be detected (Cic. Fin. II 53–60).

This charge is particularly acute for ancient hedonists, as compared to modern thinkers such as Sidgwick who also have hedonistic theories of well-being, because in ancient ethics generally there is no bifurcation between prudential and moral standards of practical reasoning.12 So the ancient hedonist will not respond that betraying your friend by breaking your promise to him is prudentially preferable (because it most effectively promotes your pleasure) but morally impermissible (e.g., because it does not maximize overall happiness or because it does not display a proper respect for your friend).

That’s not to say that ancient ethicists didn’t recognize that prudential and moral evaluations of an action often seem to diverge sharply. The point of the Ring of Gyges thought experiment offered by Glaucon in Plato’s Republic (Republic II 359a–360d) is that standards of justice constrain a person’s actions, so that when somebody could be absolutely confident of escaping detection and thus the negative consequences of acting unjustly, acting unjustly in order to get what you want would (apparently) be in your self-interest. And in Plato’s dialog the Gorgias, Polus says that when a tyrant unjustly inflicts horrific suffering on his enemies, the tyrant’s actions are more shameful than his victims’ suffering, but the suffering is (prudentially) worse than engaging in the wrongdoing (Gorgias 466a–475d).

Characters like Polus and Glaucon, who think that prudential and moral standards sometimes diverge, do not conclude that moral standards override prudential standards. Instead, Polus thinks that so much the worse for morality: he celebrates the life of the shameful tyrant. And Glaucon, who considers himself a friend of justice and is anxious to defend its value, requests that Socrates show how it is always prudentially better to be a just person than an unjust person, even in cases where the just person suffers terrible consequences because of his justice. When confronted with this request, Socrates tries to show how being a morally upright and just person is in that person’s self-interest, rather than rejecting the request as misguided.13

Philosophers like Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics try to reconcile the demands of morality and prudence, not by making morality subservient to prudence, but by incorporating morality into their conceptions of well-being. For example, Aristotle believes that the virtuous person will recognize the fineness of his virtuous friend’s character and will seek to promote his friend’s welfare for the friend’s sake. But in acting in this way, in doing what is noble and praiseworthy, the virtuous person is thereby living well as a human being and fulfilling his telos, and he is thus achieving eudaimonia (NE 1168a28–1169b1). Conversely, the vicious person is both morally reprehensible and living badly as a human being, expressing defects of character and of practical rationality, and thus unhappy.

The Epicureans try to accommodate the virtues in a more straightforward fashion: the virtues are valuable only instrumentally, for the sake of bringing about pleasure, but are nonetheless necessary to achieve eudaimonia. An unbridled seeker of pleasure, like Callicles in the Gorgias, will end up having a miserable life. While all pleasures are good and all pains bad, not all pleasures are choiceworthy, and not all pains are to be avoided. Many pleasurable activities have bad long-term consequences, and the wise person avoids them, picking and choosing among pleasures and pains in a way that makes her life as a whole pleasant (Ep. Men. 129–130).

Epicurus says that prudence is the source of all of the other virtues (Ep. Men. 132; KD 5). For instance, the prudent person cultivates moderation, because indulging excessive desires for luxurious food and drink damages your bodily health, and possessing these excessive desires that are difficult to satisfy causes anxiety and leads to conflicts with other people. The Epicureans give similar hedonic justifications for the other virtues. While Epicurus is happy to talk about picking and choosing among pleasures and pains, the main emphasis in Epicurean ethics is not on what particular actions to perform, but on cultivating the sort of character that will bring about tranquility. In general, the Epicureans recommend reducing your desires and living simply in order to gain happiness. Vain and empty desires for fame, political power, or great luxury should be eliminated, because they are hard to satisfy and are desires for things we don’t really need anyway, whereas desires for food, hydration, and basic shelter are both natural to us as human beings and necessary, either for living at all or at least for living comfortably (Ep. Men. 127).

By making the virtues strictly instrumentally valuable, they open themselves up to the charge of unfriendly critics like Cicero that the demands of virtue and prudence will diverge in cases of undetectable betrayals of friends or violations of justice. But the Epicureans stick to their guns and insist that such cases do not arise. The badness of injustice does not consist merely in getting punished if you are caught, but in the anxiety you will experience worrying that you might get caught, even if you are not. And we can never be utterly confident that our wrongdoing will escape detection (KD 34–35). Besides which, the prudent wise person who has limited her desires has little to gain by engaging in unjust actions. Friendship is by far the greatest means of securing happiness (KD 27). It allows us to face the future without fear, knowing that our friends will help us out if we are in need, and we pledge likewise to help them when they are in need. But trust is absolutely essential to having these mutually beneficial relationships. The risks you run in betraying a friend and ruining your reputation, and the anxiety attendant upon running those risks, are never worth any potential gain. In fact, the Epicureans claim that hedonic calculations can justify caring for your friend as much as you care for yourself (Cic. Fin. I 65–70), and that the wise person will sometimes die for her friend14 (DL X 121).

Although the Epicureans try to accommodate the virtues, justice, and friendship within a hedonistic ethics, Epicurus sharply rejects Aristotle’s account of what motivates the virtuous person. For Aristotle, the truly virtuous person acts for the sake of the kalon, the noble or beautiful, i.e., because he recognizes the intrinsic value of virtue, while Epicurus says that he spits upon the kalon and on those who vainly admire it, whenever it does not produce pleasure (Athaneus Deipnosophists 12, 547a), and that those who burble on about the virtues and wisdom are really referring to nothing other than the means of producing pleasures15 (Cic. Tusc. III 42).

The Cyrenaics are far more cynical (in the modern sense) and iconoclastic than the Epicureans when it comes to the virtues. There is some overlap: they agree that the good person is deterred from acting unjustly by the penalties imposed for wrongdoing and the risk of a bad reputation (DL II 92–3), and that we make friends from self-interested motives (DL II 91). But they deny that every wise person lives pleasantly and every fool painfully: instead, this is true only for the most part (DL II 91). Furthermore, even pleasures resulting from the most shameful conduct are good (DL II 88). Epicurus would agree, while insisting that such pleasures are not choiceworthy. But characteristically, the Cyrenaics bite bullets that the Epicureans try to dodge. The later Cyrenaic Theodorus asserts that actions like theft and adultery are sometimes allowable. The idea that such actions are by nature base and thus to be avoided is just a prejudice used to keep the foolish masses in line, and the wise person will indulge his passions openly without regard for the circumstances (DL II 99). And rather than fitting friendship within a hedonistic ethics, the later Cyrenaic Hegesias denies that friendship exists, because we all act from self-interested motives (DL II 93).

The Cyrenaics are dubious that engaging in the sort of prudent picking and choosing among pleasures and pains that Epicurus recommends will result in achieving a happy life. Hegesias taught that it is impossible to achieve happiness, because both the body and soul are full of suffering (DL II 93). Death, therefore, takes away great evils, and Hegesias was supposedly banned from giving public lectures because many audience members would kill themselves after he spoke (Cic. Tusc. I 83–84).

More generally, the Cyrenaics stand out as the only ancient Greek ethicists to explicitly reject eudaimonism. Epicurus reconciles hedonism and eudaimonism by identifying the happy (eudaimôn) life with the pleasant life, and then saying that this life is the highest good. The Cyrenaics instead say that the end is particular pleasure, which is desirable for its own sake. Happiness is the sum of particular pleasures, past, present, and future, and it is not desirable for its own sake, but only for the sake of the particular pleasures that compose it (DL II 87–88). This might still seem to justify acting prudently, insofar as we value those particular pleasures for their own sakes and prudence will help us obtain them. But even though they describe prudence as an instrumental good (DL II 91), they also think that accumulating the pleasures that produce happiness is most disagreeable, because it involves choosing present pain for the sake of future pleasure (DL II 90), and they seem not to advocate it.

The reason for this lack of future concern is not clear: they may believe that carefully planning for the future in order to maximize pleasure is self-defeating, because they are skeptical about our ability to gain knowledge of the external world and because of their belief (contra Epicurus) that the memory of past pleasures and anticipation of future pleasures are not themselves pleasant (DL II 88). The Annicerean sect of Cyrenaics appear to give a different reason: they deny that life as a whole has any end, instead saying that there is a special end for each action—the pleasure resulting from the action (Clement, Strom. ii 2 130.7–8). This suggests that they view what is good for an agent at any time to be a function of the particular pleasures that agent is striving for at that time, with no further overarching end to unify these particular goods.16



Hedonism and epistemic goods

Another charge leveled against hedonism as a theory of well-being is that it cannot accommodate epistemic goods in the happy life. In Plato’s Philebus, Socrates is examining the life of pleasure versus the life of knowledge, to see which is preferable (Philebus 20d–21d). He argues that a life with the greatest pleasures but devoid of memory, knowledge, or reason—and thus lacking even the memory that you have enjoyed yourself, the knowledge that you are enjoying yourself, and the ability to figure out how to obtain future pleasures for yourself—would not be a human life, but the life of a mollusk or some other shellfish. Similarly, Aristotle argues that the vulgar and servile masses who think the good is pleasure prefer a bovine life, not a properly human one (NE I 1095b15–20).

Just as with the virtues and virtuous activity, both Plato and Aristotle incorporate epistemic good as constituents of eudaimonia. For Plato, the rational part of the human psyche loves learning and wisdom, and a person who has achieved an understanding of the truth has satisfied the highest and finest part of himself. For Aristotle, the life of theoretical contemplation is the happiest life. The person who has achieved an understanding of the basic principles of theology, ontology, and cosmology, and then spends his time contemplating these truths, has best fulfilled his nature as a rational being (NE X 7–8).

And as with the virtues, the Epicureans try to give theoretical knowledge a place in the good life by arguing that it has instrumental value in securing us pleasure. In a few places, Epicureans appear to assert that we can find intellectual activity immediately pleasurable: the Epicurean poet Lucretius describes his awe at beholding the wondrous workings of the universe, as revealed by Epicurus (DRN III 28–30), and Epicurus says that the process of learning philosophy is pleasant (SV 27) and that the wise person takes more pleasure in contemplation than others do (DL X 120). But these passages are exceptional. Instead, theoretical knowledge is typically deemed good because we need it in order to banish fear of the gods and of death and obtain tranquility. We cannot live tranquilly if we are troubled about the gods or other creatures depicted in superstitious myths possibly harming us, and we need natural science to understand the causes of natural phenomena and dispel such fears (KD 11–13). The Epicureans believe that death is annihilation, and that if death is annihilation then it is not bad and should not be feared. Your death will not be bad for you, as after your death you will not exist to suffer any misfortune. And since your death will not be bad for you when it arrives, fearing it now is irrational (Ep. Men. 125). But we need to have a proper understanding of the nature of the psyche, that it is a corporeal organ that dies along with the rest of the body, in order to be secure that death is annihilation, rather than possibly a hazardous transition to an afterlife.

The Cyrenaics do not try to find any role for theoretical knowledge in the good life, for the simple reason that they believe it is impossible for us to gain such knowledge. They believe that we cannot know the nature of the external objects that cause our affections, and they abandon the study of nature because of its uncertainty17 (DL II 92).



The Pyrrhonian skeptics

As represented in the writings of Sextus Empiricus (second century ce), the Pyrrhonian skeptic is an investigator of philosophical and scientific claims. He does not claim to know the truth, unlike dogmatic philosophers such as Aristotle and Epicurus, and he suspends judgment on the metaphysical and ethical questions he is investigating, e.g., on the nature of the gods or on whether cannibalism is by nature bad. But, unlike the Cyrenaics, he also does not claim that it is impossible to apprehend the way things are; on this epistemic question, too, he suspends judgment. So the Pyrrhonian skeptic has no philosophical doctrines, in the sense of positive or negative commitments. But he does have a distinctive skill: a knack for bringing to bear opposing arguments and appearances on the questions he is investigating, so as induce suspension of judgment both in himself and in the people with whom he is interacting (PH I 1–11).

Sextus sketches out a subjectivist position on well-being with affinities to the Epicurean position. It is not hedonist, at least by label: Sextus says that, unlike the Cyrenaics, the Pyrrhonians do not believe that pleasure is the telos. But Sextus is here contrasting the Pyrrhonian telos with Cyrenaic hedonism in particular, according to which pleasure is a “smooth motion.” For the Pyrrhonians, the end is tranquility (ataraxia), which the Epicureans regard as the limit of mental pleasure and the main constituent of the happy life (PH I 215).

Sextus accepts the standard Aristotelian definition of the telos, the end or aim. It is that for the sake of which everything else is done, without itself being pursued for the sake of anything else, and it is the final object of desire (PH 1 25). But like the Epicureans and others who do not have a teleological world-view, the skeptic looks to what is, as a matter of fact, pursued and desired to discern what the telos is. And the skeptic, as a matter of fact, pursues two things for their own sakes: tranquility, and having moderate feelings regarding things that are unavoidable (PH I 25). Tranquility is a calmness of the soul and freedom from disturbance (PH I 10). Having moderate feelings regarding things that are unavoidable is akin to the Epicurean static bodily pleasure of aponia, or freedom from bodily distress, but more modest. Because he is human, the skeptic will inevitably shiver when cold and suffer from other bodily disturbances, and he won’t like them, but he aims at not being bothered by such states as much as other people are (PH I 29–30).

While the skeptical and Epicurean ends overlap considerably, the skeptic’s claims on behalf of his end are much more limited. The skeptic is simply describing what he goes for, without any commitment to its being what all animals pursue for its own sake, unlike the Epicureans. And the Epicureans believe that the goodness of pleasure is obvious in our experience of it, whereas the skeptic, while he cannot deny that tranquility appears good to him, suspends judgment on whether it is good by nature. (That tranquility appears good to the skeptic is good enough to allow him to go after it, without needing to think that this appearance is accurate.)

In fact, suspending judgment on what is good and bad by nature is the main way the skeptic achieves tranquility. Sextus says that those who believe things to be good and bad by nature pursue the purported “natural” good with too much intensity, and when they achieve the “natural” good, they are elated beyond measure, whereas the skeptic is much more relaxed about things (PH I 27–28). Suspending judgment on what is good and bad by nature also helps the skeptic achieve moderate feelings regarding what is unavoidable: as he does not regard being chilly or thirsty as bad by nature, they doesn’t bother him as much as they do most people, who suffer both from the unpleasant feelings and from the belief that they’re undergoing something that is bad by nature (PH I 30).

Far from regarding epistemic goods as constituents of happiness or even as instrumental for achieving it, the skeptic is skilled at avoiding epistemic commitments. While Sextus targets ethical beliefs as particularly destructive of tranquility, the skeptic avoids beliefs generally—at least beliefs concerning the unclear subjects that are the targets of scientific and philosophical inquiry18 (PH I 13). At first, says Sextus, the skeptic investigated the vexing anomalies in things in order to resolve them, discover the truth, and thereby achieve tranquility. But being unable to resolve them, and seeing that competing accounts of the phenomena were equally balanced, the skeptic suspended judgment, and then—fortuitously—he thereby achieved peace of mind (PH I 28–29). In this way, skeptics are following the example of Pyrrho (c. 365–270), who achieved peace of mind as a result of holding no opinions on the way things are. It is for this reason that the Pyrrhonian skeptics named themselves after him, even though the Pyrrhonian movement was founded centuries after Pyrrho’s death19 (PH I 7).

The Pyrrhonian skeptic has fairly little concern with virtue. That’s not at all to say that the skeptic will engage in immoral activities whenever he thinks that they will help him achieve what is (prudentially) preferable. The skeptic claims to have a practice which allows him to live correctly, but “correctly” simply in the humdrum sense that he is able to live in conformity with the conventions and laws of his society (PH I 17). So, for example, the skeptic is pious toward the gods, in the sense that he follows the laws and customs of his society regarding the gods, and he accepts that piety is good and impiety bad.20 Going along with the laws and customs allows him to live “well” and virtuously in this modest sense, as well as helping him live an untroubled life. But given the conflicting standards of different societies and philosophers regarding what is fine and base, the skeptic will not affirm that the customary standards he follows are the correct ones or the virtues he cultivates perfections of human nature in Aristotle’s sense. This embrace of conventional values sets Sextus against not only Aristotle, but even against fellow subjectivists like the Epicureans, who affirm that we need to use our reason to discover what truly conduces to our happiness, and this would include discerning which social practices are useful and which are pernicious.21



Related topics

Aristotle, death, desire-fulfillment theory, epistemic goods, hedonism, Plato, pleasure, Sidgwick on well-being.



Notes


	  
Annas (1993) remains the best overall introduction to ancient eudaimonism. Henceforward, references to ancient texts will be made according to the following conventions: Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics = NE; Cicero, De Finibus (On Goals) = Fin.; Cicero, Tusculan Disputations = Tusc; Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis = Strom.; Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers = DL; Epicurus, Kuriai Doxai (Principle Doctrines) = KD; Epicurus, Sententiae Vaticanae (Vatican Sayings) = SV; Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus = Ep. Men.; Lucretius, De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things) = DRN; Sextus Empiricus, Against the Learned = AM; Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism = PH.


	
See Warren (2002) for an in-depth treatment of the ethics of Democritus and his successors. Democritus describes euthumia as a peaceful and well-settled state of the soul, undisturbed by fear, superstition, or emotion. Although our reports on Democritus’ ethics are too sparse to draw any conclusions confidently, euthumia appears to differ only verbally from the Epicurean conception of ataraxia, or tranquility, the mental pleasure that is the chief constituent of happiness.


	  
Tsouna McKirahan (1994) is a balanced and thoughtful consideration of what we can glean from our sources about the historical Aristippus. She concludes that Aristippus himself was not a hedonist, but that many reports attribute to him positions developed by later Cyrenaics. See n. 4.


	
Both Epicurus and Aristippus the Younger, the main developer of the Cyrenaic positions in epistemology and ethics, post-date Aristotle. Unfortunately, the titular founder of the Cyrenaic school is Aristippus the Elder, grandfather of Aristippus the Younger, and disentangling their exact contributions is often difficult.


	
Socrates’ defense of hedonism in the Protagoras is surprising, given the sharp criticisms of hedonism in many of Plato’s other dialogs. If we assume that the Protagoras is consistent with other dialogs—perhaps not a safe assumption—the easiest maneuver to maintain consistency is to look at the dramatic context of Socrates’ defense and maintain that we should not take him to be advancing these claims in propria persona. (Annas 1999 : 167–171 convincingly argues this.) However, see Rudebusch (1999) for an attempt to attribute hedonism to Socrates in the Protagoras and make it consistent with what he says in other dialogs such as the Gorgias.


	  
Warren (2009) ably navigates the intricacies of Eudoxus’ argument.


	  
Sedley (1998) explores the epistemological basis of Epicurean ethics in the feelings.


	
R.B. Perry’s naturalistic theory of the good is an excellent example of this. For Perry, goodness consists in being liked and sought for its own sake, and badness in being disliked and being avoided for its own sake. But he is not a hedonist, because hedonism is far too narrow concerning what we do try to obtain and avoid for their own sakes (Perry 1914 : 148–149).


	  
Moss (2006) is an excellent study of the connection between pleasure and illusion in Plato.


	  
Frede (2006) both summarizes Aristotle’s doctrine of pleasure well and advocates for it forcefully.


	
Why static pleasures are the greatest pleasures and why, once the state of freedom from pain has been attained, pleasure can be “varied” but not increased, is not entirely clear. The place of kinetic pleasures in the Epicurean theory of the highest good is also unclear: on the one hand, as pleasures, they should be intrinsically good, while on the other hand the Epicurean discussions of freedom from pain as the limit of pleasure seems to exclude them in preference to the static pleasures of aponia and ataraxia. Some attempts to work through these questions are Gosling and Taylor (1982) Chapters 18 –20 , Purinton (1993) , and Striker (1996) .


	
See Sidgwick (1907) for an important example of such bifurcation, and especially the concluding chapter, where he argues that the two cannot be reconciled with one another.


	  
Prichard (1912) gives a classic (and influential) argument that it is a mistake to try to show that morality is in your self-interest, as Plato does in the Republic.


	  
Evans (2004) discusses whether the Epicureans can justify caring for your friend as much as yourself on purely hedonic and instrumentalist grounds.


	
See O’Keefe (2010) for a more detailed exposition of Epicurean ethics.


	  
O’Keefe (2002) explores the reasons for the Cyrenaic rejection of eudaimonism and future concern.


	  
Tsouna (1998) is the best book on the Cyrenaics’ skepticism.


	
Sextus says that, while the skeptic has no beliefs about the way things are, e.g., that the honey is really sweet, he is able to live by following the appearances, e.g., that the honey seems sweet to him (PH I 19–22). How exactly to understand Sextus on this point is not itself clear: does following the appearances involve having some sort of (humdrum everyday) beliefs or not? Burnyeat and Frede (1997) is a collection of classic papers on this subject, and Eichorn (2014) a recent contribution that argues that scholars have made Pyrrhonian psychology and ethics unnecessarily alien and unattractive.


	
How much substantive overlap there is between the Pyrrhonian skeptics and their namesake is a vexed question. The best book on this question and on Pyrrho generally is Bett (2000) . He concludes that Pyrrho himself was not a skeptic.


	  
Thorsrud (2011) is a useful discussion of skeptical piety.


	  
Thorsrud (2003) explores how Pyrrhonian skepticism challenges the near-consensus of Greek ethicists that our reason has a positive role to play in achieving happiness.
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Confucianism is an ethical tradition with ancient roots, spanning 2500 years of human civilization. Even today, it remains a living tradition, continuing to influence the habits, thoughts, and values of cultures and societies throughout the East. Its origin traces back to the teachings of Confucius or “Master Kong” 孔子 (551–479 bce), who offered a profound ethical vision of the ideal society characterized by peaceful order and humane relationships.2 The achievement of such a society, Confucius insisted, rested on following “the Way” (dao道)—the correct path of moral transformation—through active participation in rituals (or rites) and the fulfillment of social roles within the context of the family and community.

In this chapter I explore the accounts of well-being offered by two of the most influential Confucian philosophers, Mencius 孟子 (391–308 bce) and Xunzi 荀子 (310–219 bce), who understood themselves as extending and refining the ethical vision transmitted by Confucius.3 Neither of them offered what we would nowadays call theories of well-being, and for this reason it is difficult to neatly place their accounts within the contemporary classification system of well-being that has developed over recent years, although, as we will see, they bear interesting connections to certain contemporary accounts.4 Both thinkers affirmed that virtue, or, more precisely, virtuous activity, is constitutive of well-being. Because these early Confucians saw virtue as inseparable from human flourishing, substantial space will be devoted to discussing their accounts of virtue and moral development.

In addition to taking virtue as a fundamental component of well-being, both philosophers emphasized what we might call the developmental aspect of the good life, which takes well-being as consisting in the unfolding of a series of stages that manifests a proper trajectory. They affirmed that a life that goes best would involve a certain unifying narrative structure culminating in the achievement of sagehood, and would be marked by enduring positive emotional states that bear a striking resemblance to contemporary accounts of psychological happiness. The proposal that both virtue and the developmental structure of human lives play a significant role in well-being, and that their realization will be accompanied by a deep and lasting form of psychic fulfillment, are among the most interesting and significant contributions made by these early Chinese thinkers. Fleshing out these ideas will be the central objective of this chapter.

Both Mencius and Xunzi lived in a time and place remarkably different from contemporary Western society. It is thus not surprising that their aims would diverge significantly from the goals that regulate discussions found within the contemporary philosophical literature on well-being, dominated by the posing of theories, offering of counterexamples, and the modification of theories in light of those counterexamples. Instead, they offered discussions of well-being that were less theoretically directed, but rich in practical implications, regularly drawing upon observations of everyday life and the reservoir of common human experience to provide a realizable vision of human flourishing. Their writings reveal a practical orientation, a resolute attitude toward improving the conditions of their society, by providing insights into moral self-cultivation and human fulfillment that could be exemplified within the constraints of human psychology. Because their discussions constantly center on examining fundamental aspects of human experience, they may still offer insights and a fresh perspective that have been either ignored or underappreciated by contemporary philosophers. There is still much to learn from them.


The concept of well-being

If we are to investigate these early Confucians’ accounts of well-being, we first need to begin by clarifying what we mean by the term “well-being.”5 This is especially important since “well-being” has been used by philosophers in a variety of ways, and furthermore it is not clear that there is any specific Chinese character or concept that corresponds to this term.6 A cluster of concepts are sometimes called on to help elucidate the concept of well-being, such as the notions of “happiness,” “self-interest,” “good for,” “good life,” and “flourishing.” Unfortunately, just how these various concepts, themselves often in need of elucidation, are linked to each other is a difficult issue that requires its own separate treatment. We can perhaps begin by noting that there are broader and narrower senses of well-being that admit of thicker or thinner specifications. The narrower senses of well-being will involve more substantive elements, while the broader senses of well-being will be characterized more thinly, carrying less substantive content. In what follows, I will use “well-being” in a broad sense that closely corresponds to the concept of “the good life,” “flourishing,” and the ancient Greek concept of eudaimonia. The concept of well-being that I seek to discuss is intimately tied to questions such as “what makes a life go well?” and “what kind of life would you want for those you love?”—questions that greatly concerned ancient Chinese philosophers.

One possible concern with construing the notion of well-being broadly might be that the wider concept does not concern well-being, but perhaps the most choiceworthy life or life highest in goodness or value.7 But the early Confucians did not distinguish well-being from the good or most choiceworthy life in a way familiar to contemporary philosophers. Instead, they seemed to have implicitly affirmed that the life of virtue is the life that is best for us.8 This lack of explicit distinction between the good or choiceworthy life and a narrower category of prudential value appears to mirror the beliefs of ancient Greek thinkers who used a single term eudaimonia to mark out not only the excellent or choiceworthy life, but also (more contentiously) a life that is good for us.9 The fact that the concept of “well-being” in the modern sense—specifying an independent, non-moral prudential category of value—carried much less significance for these classical thinkers is an interesting point that merits careful investigation. One possible explanation is that these ancient philosophers had a much wider conception of moral goodness or virtue than contemporary philosophers, being less preoccupied by what we now see as strictly moral duties and more concerned with the everyday affairs of practical living. Seeing virtues as a broader range of qualities that are necessary for facing basic challenges confronting ordinary human lives makes it more plausible to think that virtues and basic prudential goods are closely bound together.

For Confucian thinkers, the virtues played a critical role in cultivating proper feelings and attitudes that are necessary for full participation in the life of the family and community, as well as regulating our interpersonal behavior in ways that would strengthen social bonds. And since on the Confucian view no prudentially good life could lack well-ordered, loving relationships or life within a stable community, there may have been less motivation to conceptually distinguish a life of virtue—especially embodying a Confucian, communal orientation—from a life high in prudential value. This point may be rendered more plausible once we appreciate the way in which both thinkers affirmed a deep connection between virtue and psychological happiness. Developing their accounts of well-being, therefore, will require explicating their accounts of moral development and the virtues, as well as the kind of psychic fulfillment that accompanies their conception of the good life.



Mencius: moral sprouts and nature fulfillment

Mencius was, after Confucius, the most historically influential philosopher of the early Confucian tradition. His writings explore a vast range of topics that ultimately aim at clarifying, extending, and refining the ethical teachings handed down from Confucius. To accomplish this, Mencius offers a complex account of human nature, and out of it develops a picture of moral self-cultivation that would lead us toward complete virtue and the achievement of a flourishing life.

Mencius advocates a robust, teleological conception of human nature, and insists that by properly developing certain incipient tendencies we find in our nature, we can achieve a flourishing life. In recent discussions, the view that well-being consists in the development and exercise of fundamental capacities inherent in human nature has been labeled “perfectionism” or “nature-fulfillment theory.”10 Mencius’s account shares many important features of Aristotelian perfectionism—the most prominent form of perfectionism within the Western philosophical tradition—but it also diverges from it in significant and interesting ways. For example, while Aristotle sees rationality as the unique capacity that separates humans from other animals, Mencius takes the moral aspects of our nature as what makes us uniquely human; we are, on Mencius’s view, best characterized as moral animals. I will return to some possible repercussions of Mencius’s view of human nature below. Let us first fill in some of the details of Mencius’s account of human nature.

Mencius is best known for his claim that “human nature is good,” by which he does not naively mean that most humans lead morally good lives, but that all human beings possess certain dispositional traits or “sprouts” (duan 端) that are directed toward moral goodness. Here is how he describes it:



we can see that if one is without the feeling of compassion, one is not human. If one is without the feeling of disdain, one is not human. If one is without the feeling of deference, one is not human. If one is without the feeling of approval and disapproval, one is not human.11



These four basic feelings or sensibilities constitute the core of our humanity and can be developed into genuine virtues:



The feeling of compassion is the sprout of benevolence. The feeling of disdain is the sprout of righteousness. The feeling of deference is the sprout of propriety. The feeling of approval and disapproval is the sprout of wisdom. People having these four sprouts is like their having four limbs. To have these four sprouts, yet to claim that one is incapable [of virtue], is to steal from oneself.12



Mencius’s claim concerning the goodness of human nature does not imply that all human beings possess completely virtuous characters, but that human beings are endowed with an innate capacity for certain moral feelings that can be cultivated into full-blown virtues. In support of this claim Mencius offered a variety of arguments.13 The best known is a thought experiment involving a child about to fall into a well:



Suppose someone suddenly saw a child about to fall into a well: anyone in such a situation would have a feeling of alarm and compassion—not because one sought to get in good with the child’s parents, not because one wanted fame among one’s neighbors and friends, and not because one would dislike the sound of the child’s cries.14



By reflecting on this situation, Mencius argues, “we can see that if one is without the feeling of compassion, one is not human” (Mengzi 2A6). Although a detailed analysis of each of the four Mencian moral sensibilities and their corresponding virtues is beyond the scope of this chapter, what is important to note for our purposes is that Mencius takes the essence of what it is to be human to consist in those basic moral feelings that he understands as providing us with the fundamental capacity for becoming fully virtuous.15

Mencius’s claim that human beings by nature possess these four moral sprouts is not meant to be a universally quantifiable statement such that, for every x, if x is a human being, then x has the four moral sprouts. Taking up his limb analogy, statements such as “human beings have two arms and two legs” are not ordinarily meant to apply to every human being, since taken in that sense they would be obviously false. Rather, they are claims that should be understood as picking out characteristic features that are constitutive of the life-form belonging to human beings as such, akin to claims like “owls see in the dark” or “wolves hunt in packs.”16

Mencius believes that our moral capacities are rooted in our nature as human beings, and that becoming a virtuous agent is a matter of properly expanding those incipient moral tendencies through a process that he calls “extension” (tui 推).17 By both broadening and strengthening these dispositional traits, we can fill them out and develop them into the four virtues of “benevolence” (ren 仁), righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 裡), and wisdom (zhi 智). So, although our nature is directed toward the good, the achievement of moral perfection requires constant attention under suitable conditions that are conducive to moral growth. To illustrate this point Mencius draws upon a number of agricultural metaphors:



In years of plenty, most young men are gentle; in years of poverty, most young men are violent. It is not that the potential that Heaven confers on them varies like this. They are like this because of what sinks and drowns their hearts. Consider barley. Sow the seeds and cover them. The soil is the same and the time of planting is also the same. They grow rapidly, and by the time of the summer solstice they have all ripened. Although there are some differences, these are due to the richness of the soil and to unevenness in the rain and in human effort.18



Even though the seeds contain the full potential of germinating into cultivated barley, the quality of the barley depends upon a range of external factors: richness of the soil, rain, and human effort. Similarly, although human beings carry incipient moral tendencies that can be cultivated into virtues, much depends on the environmental conditions as well as the attention and care put into their development. So, although Mencius accepts that human nature already provides us with the necessary equipment to achieve full virtue, he was quite aware of the significance of social conditions, as well as the critical importance of personal commitment and effort. Over 2000 years later and a world away, John Stuart Mill echoes a strikingly similar message, also with the use of an agricultural metaphor:



Capacity for the nobler feelings is in most natures a very tender plant, easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by mere want of sustenance; and in the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the occupations to which their position in life has devoted them, and the society into which it has thrown them, are not favorable to keeping that higher capacity in existence.19



Despite acknowledging the variety of ways that moral development could be thwarted, Mencius and Mill are confident that, under the right social conditions, combined with the necessary time and effort, the development of our moral nature was all within the realm of practical possibility.

Although Mencius emphasizes the importance of the moral sprouts that are inherent in our nature, he affirms that our non-moral desires for pleasure, including our physical appetites for good food, warmth, and sex, are also fundamental aspects of our nature, and that as long as our desires are rightly ordered, the attainment of such pleasures contributes to our flourishing.20 So for Mencius, the complete flowering of our nature as human beings not only involves the perfection of our moral capacities, but the satisfaction of our non-moral desires as well. Mencius, in other words, is no Stoic; he accepts that pleasure and the satisfaction of our basic appetites have a clear role to play within the economy of our nature.

But, although Mencius does not dismiss the prudential value of the pleasures arising from the satisfaction of our non-moral desires, he believes that a deeper, more fulfilling sort of enjoyment and psychic happiness arise from living virtuously:



If one delights in them [the virtues] then they grow. If they grow, then how can they be stopped? If they cannot be stopped, then one does not notice one’s feet dancing to them, one’s hands swaying to them.21

A gentleman regards the benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom that are based in his heart as his nature. These are clearly manifest in his life and demeanor. They fill his torso and extend through his four limbs. Though he says nothing, his four limbs express them.22



The enduring delight that Mencius draws attention to appears to arise from a form of satisfaction generated by the approval of one’s own conduct, involving a wide range of possible behaviors, including ordinary acts of benevolence or the successful completion of a ritual.

What is emphasized in these passages is that the particular form of satisfaction and joy accompanying virtuous activities (and one’s evaluative judgments about them) would also become manifested in the virtuous person’s physical form. We can imagine a deep serenity conveyed in the virtuous person’s countenance and bodily posture that is apt to be seen as the mark of an enduringly happy state, free of anxiety, and resting on a kind of composed surety about the direction of one’s life: “the gentleman has a concern to the end of his life, but he does not have a morning’s anxiety” (Mengzi 4B28.7). Although Mencius does not fully articulate the details of the virtuous person’s mental state, these comments suggest that he saw joy and positive psychological states (embodied in one’s physical form) as necessary concomitants of a good life.

By taking enjoyment as arising from virtuous activities, Mencius again shares the Aristotelian idea that pleasure necessarily follows from, and completes, virtuous activities. One significant difference, however, is that, while Aristotle holds that we come to enjoy virtuous activities for their own sake because of the inculcation of moral habits embedded within our developed second nature (the nature that arises from the influences of education and culture), Mencius takes our untutored first nature (consisting of innate, unacquired characteristic traits) as already partially constituted by moral desires, implying that the pleasures of a virtuous life would also be partly explained by the content of our basic, first nature.23 By drawing a tight connection between our first nature and our moral sensibilities, Mencius’s form of perfectionism may provide further resources for responding to one of the most common criticisms leveled at objectivist accounts of well-being (i.e., accounts that do not take prudential value as necessarily depending on an individual’s mental state), which we may call the alienation problem.

The alienation problem arises from what many philosophers see as a necessary requirement that any plausible account of well-being must meet, sometimes called the “internalist requirement.” As Connie Rosati describes the requirement, “an individual’s good must not be something alien—it must be ‘made for’ or ‘suited to’ her.”24 One way of understanding the core idea is that something can be good for a person only if that person is able to care about it. According to the alienation problem, all objectivist accounts, especially those that take virtue or moral goodness as constituents of well-being, fail to satisfy the internalist requirement as it is always possible that any good or value can become divorced from the particular features of an agent’s psychological makeup. But if Mencius is right, because the flourishing life is always connected to the desires of the heart that are partially constituted by moral desires, attaining virtue can never be completely alienated from an agent’s psychology.

One likely reply will be that there are clear cases of individuals who are unconcerned about being virtuous and that Mencius’s view is therefore simply at odds with our empirical understanding of human psychology. But Mencius could respond by claiming that human beings who lack moral feelings or desires are suffering from a deprivation, much like those who have lost the ability to see or hear. Just as we could still claim that seeing beautiful works of art or listening to sublime music is intrinsically good for human beings, even though some lack the ability to engage in such activities, Mencius could argue that virtuous activity is also intrinsically good for human beings even though some people lack moral desires.25 This isn’t to say that such activities are, as things stand, good for those individuals who are incapable of enjoying them, but that their incapacities are something that we can justifiably regret from a prudential point of view. Such individuals seem to be missing out on certain significant human goods.

Moreover, recent work in both evolutionary biology and empirical psychology seem to support Mencius’s view that at least some of our moral sensibilities, empathy for example, is hardwired into us. These studies may further support the view that the lack of those moral sensibilities implies a diminished or incapacitated state, similar to being deprived of the capacity for sight or hearing.26



Xunzi: virtues and social environment

Like Mencius, Xunzi thought of himself as extending and refining the ethical tradition passed down from Confucius. He too aimed at strengthening the Confucian tradition by refuting alternative schools of thought that had become powerfully influential in early China. But Xunzi is perhaps best known for his disagreement with Mencius about the correct characterization of human nature, with Mencius claiming that “human nature is good” and Xunzi countering that “human nature is bad.” In asserting this, Xunzi was denying, contra Mencius, that human nature has an inherent tendency toward goodness; our nature does not contain moral impulses that can be organically cultivated into reliable dispositions. According to Xunzi, human nature is a messy unstructured amalgam of generally selfish tendencies that, left on their own, would lead to self-destruction and the kind of society within the state of nature that Hobbes memorably described as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”27

But despite the disagreement about the makeup of human nature, Xunzi’s ethical views converge with those of Mencius in a number of significant ways. They both share, for example, a similar vision of what a well-ordered society would look like. They also agree, in substantial ways, about the content and role of the Confucian virtues and the qualities that a sage would exemplify.

Where their views diverge is in their characterizations of the process of moral self-cultivation, which in turn are rooted in different conceptions of the status and role of human nature. Xunzi believes that because our initial nature consists of disordered, generally self-absorbed tendencies, we should not develop it by drawing out its natural inclinations, but impose upon it, from the outside, those moral impulses that Mencius thought we can discover as internal to our nature. Rather than build upon our nature, Xunzi holds, we must build into it those moral dispositions and values that are necessary for moral cultivation. Fittingly, Xunzi draws upon craft metaphors to illustrate the processes of obtaining a virtuous character:



A piece of wood as straight as a plumb line may [with soaking and shaping] be bent into a circle as true as any drawn with a compass, and once the wood has dried it will not straighten out again. The process of bending has made it that way. Thus, if [crooked] wood is placed against a straightening board it can be made straight; if metal is put to the grindstone, it can be sharpened; and if the gentleman studies widely and each day examines himself, his wisdom will become clear and his conduct without fault.28



Our moral character is an artefact much like a wheel or a knife and will only develop with conscious reflection and activity (Watson 1963 : 169). Just as metal and wood do not carry within them an internal principle of change by which they naturally become knives or wheels, neither does human nature possess an internal moral principle through which it naturally develops moral dispositions.

This conception of human nature leads Xunzi to focus his attention on culture and the role of teachers, rituals, and tradition.29 For, although by his lights we do not possess the kind of moral nature that Mencius posits, we can undergo a process of reformation to propel us out of the chaos, strife, and disorder that characterize our original, pre-moralized state. This process of reformation, which requires the practice of rituals (li 禮) under the guidance of a teacher, is characterized by different stages of moral development, starting from an uncultivated state driven by selfish tendencies, to becoming a “gentleman” (junzi 君子), culminating in the attainment of sagehood.30 As one might expect, transition from a pre-moral state to sagehood requires a long, arduous process of self-cultivation, a process that depends on a number of distinct virtues.31 Xunzi conceives of the virtues that would move us from the early stages of moral cultivation to the stage of being a gentleman as (borrowing Philippa Foot’s terminology) “correctives” that help rectify those desires and tendencies that tend to lead us astray from correct feelings and actions; they presuppose the existence of misdirected passions that need restraint and redirection. Such virtues are especially important for the initial stages of moral development, but also play a significant role even after one becomes a gentleman. For, while the gentleman has developed reliable moral dispositions and has come to appreciate and value virtue for its own sake, he still carries certain wayward impulses that need to be tamed so that they do not draw him away from moral excellence.

These errant tendencies, however, do not apply to those who have reached sagehood; such enlightened individuals no longer need the corrective virtues that are required for the earlier stages of development. Instead, the sage will possess the virtue of “subtlety” (wei 微), which allows him to act effortlessly, with no interior discord. Because the sage’s desires, emotions, and thoughts always track the good (dao 道), corrective virtues are simply unnecessary:



True subtlety is the quality of the perfect man. What has he to do with strength of will, endurance, and fearfulness? A dull brightness shines about his exterior, and a clear brightness within him. The sage follows his desires, satisfies all his emotions . . . The benevolent man practices the Way through inaction; the sage practices the Way through nonstriving. The thoughts of the benevolent man are reverent; the thoughts of the sage are joyous.32



The sage’s life and actions are in synch with his values, desires, and emotions. His actions are marked by “nonstriving,” a mode of unforced, natural behavior—adorned with emotional fulfillment and joy. Xunzi’s conception of the interior life of the sage shares a close affinity to Daniel Haybron’s emotional state account of psychological happiness, one of the most powerful theories of happiness developed in recent years.33 Haybron marks out three dimensions of happiness that correspond to three basic modes of emotional response he calls “endorsement,” “engagement,” and “attunement”:



At the most basic level will be responses concerning the individual’s safety and security: for example, letting one’s defenses down, making oneself fully at home in one’s life—being in a state of utter attunement with one’s life, we might say—as opposed to taking up a defensive stance. Next come responses relating to the individual’s commitments to or engagement with her situation and activities: is it worth investing much effort in them, or would it be wiser to withdraw or disengage from them? Finally, there will be more or less explicit endorsements signifying that one’s life is not just free of threat and worth pursuing enthusiastically, but positively good, containing things that are to be built upon sustained, repeated, or sought in the future—as, for example, when one has just achieved a goal or received a great benefit.34



While acknowledging the need for further discussion, we may for now observe that Xunzi’s account of the sage’s psychological states appears to capture all three dimensions of Haybron’s account of happiness. The sage would surely endorse her mode of life since she sees it as following the path prescribed by the Way: “the thoughts of the sage are joyous” (Watson 1963 : 137). Also apparent is engagement in her life and activities—a mode of active immersion in an activity resembling the process of flow described by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and a clear feature of the sagely life as captured by the mode of “nonstriving” that Xunzi describes.35 Finally, the sage’s life is marked by a “clear brightness” and a lack of “fearfulness,” indicating an emotional state of confidence and inner peace, implying that she is “fully at home” in her life—qualities that Haybron explicitly marks out as fundamental aspects of attunement.36

We can note two reasons underlying Xunzi’s view that the morally perfected life is also the most psychologically fulfilling. First, human desires tend to expand and multiply. Without deliberative effort and training, desires become increasingly unruly, causing not only ruptures in our social relationships, but also steadily increasing personal frustration. Only by transforming our character through the rituals can our desires become controlled so that we not only live according to the Way, but also optimize the satisfaction of our own desires (Watson 1963 : 95). Second, Xunzi takes the life of virtue and participation in the rituals as the highest achievable good: “Therefore learning reaches its completion with the rituals, for they may be said to represent the highest point of the Way and its power” (Watson 1963 : 20). A life centering on the practice of rituals and virtues can provide us with deeper and more profound sources of satisfaction and joy than alternative ways of living.

A key idea running through much of Xunzi’s philosophical system is the adaptability of human beings. Despite the unruliness of our inborn tendencies, through pressure and time our desires and values can become reshaped, fitting us for a civilized life in society. Because Xunzi does not accept the existence of innate moral tendencies posited by Mencius, he stresses the importance of proper external conditions, especially surrounding oneself with the right kind of teachers that can provide correct guidance through the rituals. Xunzi is keenly aware of the impact that societal pressures have on us:



[I]f a man associates with men who are not good, then he will hear only deceit and lies and will see only conduct that is marked by wantonness, evil, and greed. Then, although he is not aware of it, he himself will soon be in danger of severe punishment, for the environment he is subjected to will cause him to be in danger. An old text says, “If you do not know a man, look at his friends; if you do not know a ruler, look at his attendants.” Environment is the important thing! Environment is the important thing!37



Xunzi’s emphasis on the ways in which our peers and our social environment affect our thoughts and behaviors has been reinforced by contemporary research in psychology and sociology, and provides us with reasons for exerting greater effort into investigating what Daniel Haybron has called “human prudential ecology”—the kinds of social environments under which human beings flourish38 (Haybron 2008 : 253–282). This is a topic that has attracted less attention within contemporary philosophy, perhaps because of a pervasive belief in modern liberal societies that Haybron calls individualism: “human beings tend to fare best when individuals have the greatest possible freedom to shape their lives according to their own priorities” (Haybron 2008 : 255). The opposing view, contextualism, claims that we fare better in environments that, to some extent, nudge us toward certain goods and ways of living.

Confucianism unequivocally endorses contextualism. On the Confucian view, humans are social beings, susceptible to a variety of social influences; our individual identities are significantly constituted by an interlocking set of relationships formed within the family and society, and therefore, what is beneficial or harmful to us is importantly constituted also by the interests of those that come to inhabit our social domain.39 Because we are ineradicably social creatures, Confucian thinkers would have been puzzled by an attempt to understand individual well-being that is severed from enquiries into flourishing families and communities.
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