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1. THE GOAL OF LIFE

(Book 1)
Aristotle opens his treatise by remarking that
goal-directed activity is pervasive in human life.
He extrapolates to the notion of a single goal or
purpose for all of human life, which he calls “the

good” or “the human good.”

Human Pursurrs

[1.1] Every art and every discipline, and likewise
every action and every choice, seems to aim at
some good. That is why people have rightly
proposed the good to be what everything aims
at. ...

Since there are many different actions, arts,
and sciences, there are also many goals. For
example, health is the goal of medicine, a ship
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UKV yaAtvortouk) kai 6oat GAaL TV K@V
opyavmv eiotv, avtn 8¢ kal tdoa TOAEpIKT TTPAELS
UTO TNV OTPATNYIKIY, KATA TOV aUTOV O1) TpOTOV
aMat V@’ £tépag: €v andoaig 8¢ ta TOV apytte-
KTOVIK®V TEAN TAVTWV £0TIV AIPETOTEPA TOV UTT
avTd ToUTV Yap xdptv kakeiva dioketat. . . .

[1.2] Ei &1 1t téhog 0Tl TV TpaKT@®V O 6L avTto
Boud6peba, Ta@Ma 8¢ did tolto, Kal un tdvta
OC €tepov aipovpeba (mpdewot yap oltw y’ eig
dmelpov, GOt elvatkeviy kai pataiay v §pe€wv),
dfAov g TolT’ av € tadyadov xai T0 dploTov.
ap’ o0V kai Tpog OV Bilov 1) yv@dotg adtol peydAnv
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THE GOAL OF LIFE

is the goal of shipbuilding, victory is the goal
of the general’s art, and wealth is the goal of
household economy. Where such practices fall
under a single enterprise, in the way bridle
making and the manufacture of other equip-
ment for riding fall under horsemanship, and
horsemanship itself and other practices of war
fall under the general’s art, and other practices
in the same way fall under others—in all these
cases the goals of the higher-up practices are
more choiceworthy than those that fall under
them, since the lower ones are pursued for their
sake. . ..

[1.2] Now, if our actions have a goal that we
wish for because of itself and we wish for every-
thing else because of it (rather than always
choosing because of some further thing, an in-
finite regress that would make desire empty and
futile), clearly this goal would be the good and
the best. Knowing it would surely have great
impact on our lives, since we would be like
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archers with a target and more likely to hit the
mark.

If all this is so, we should try to grasp at least
in outline what this goal is, and what discipline
or capacity it belongs to. It would seem to be-
long to the most commanding and highest. The
art of politics clearly has this status, since it de-
termines which disciplines are needed in cities,
who shall learn which ones, and how far. We see
that the most honored capacities are subordi-
nate to it: the arts of the general, of household
economy, and of public speaking. Since politics
employs all other disciplines and legislates what
must be done and what not done, its goal would
encompass the goals of the others and thus
would be the human good. Even if it is the same
for an individual and for a city, securing and
preserving it for a city is a greater and more per-
fect achievement. While desirable for a single
person, it is more splendid and godly for a na-
tion and for cities.
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1) p&v odv puéBodog Toutwv épietal, TOATIKY
TIC oDOa.

[1.4] Aéywpev & dvarafovteg, Enedn) naoa yvad-
og kal mpoaipeotg ayabol tvog opéyetal, Tl
€0Tiv 00 Aéyopev Ty oAtk EpieoBat kai ti 10
TAvTtev axpdtatov TOV mpakt®v ayaddv.
Ovopatt pev ovv oyedov Vo TV TAEITTOV Opo-
Aoyettatr Ty yap evdaipoviav kai ot ToAot kal
ol yapievteg Aéyouvorv, T0 &’ €0 {fjv xai T €0 pdr-
TEW TAUTOV UTTOAApPAvouotL TQ eVdalpovelv: mepl
d¢ g evdaipoviag, Tl éoTv, dpgprofntodot kal
ovy Opoiwg ot oMol Tolg 00POoTg arodidoaaty.
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These are the aims of our present inquiry,
which belongs to the art of politics.

In chapter 3, Aristotle cantions his andience not
to expect mathematical precision in this inquiry
and warns that the topic is not suitable for the

young.

TuEe Pursurt orF HAPPINESS

[1.4] Let us resume our inquiry and ask: if every
kind of knowledge and every deliberate course
of action aims at some good, what good does the
art of politics aim at? What is the highest good
that we aim at in our actions? Well, there is gen-
eral agreement on what to call it, since both or-
dinary people and sophisticated people say it is
happiness, and they take living well and doing
well to be the same as being happy. But most
people disagree with learned people on how to
specify what happiness is. To some it is a clear

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

HOW TO FLOURISH

ndovnv 1j mAodtov 7| Tuiv, dAot & GMo—
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[1.7] TI&Aw & énavéABwpuev €mi 1o {ntodpevov
ayafov, TimoT’ av ein. @aivetat pev yap Ao év
AN\ mtpdcel xai téyxvny: dANo yap v iatpiki) kal
otpatnywkij xai taig Aowtaig opoiwe. i 00V £xd-
0NG Tayabdv; 1j o xdpwv ta Aowta mpdttetal;
tovto & &v latpwi] pev Vyleia, év otpatnywi o
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and obvious thing like pleasure or wealth or
honor. To others it is something else, in many
cases a different thing on different occasions:
health when they are ill, wealth when they are
poor; when aware of their own ignorance, they
are impressed by people who say it is something
grand and beyond their grasp. Some have taken
it to be other than and beyond this multitude of
good things, something good in itself and the
cause of those other things being good. . . .

For the rest of chapter 4, and in chapters 5 and
6, Aristotle discusses some of these alternative
views, the last of which belongs to Plato.

[1.7] Turning back now to the good under in-
vestigation, what might it be? Clearly, it is dif-
ferent things in different practices and disci-
plines: one thing in the art of medicine, another
thing in the art of the general, and similarly in
all the rest. In any particular case, what is the
good? Isn’t it the point of the whole enterprise?
That is, health in the case of medicine, victory

II
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in the case of the general’s art, a house in the case
of the builder’s art—different things in different
contexts—but in any particular practice or proj-
ect it is the goal, since everyone does every-
thing else for its sake. So, if something is the
goal of all our practice, it would be the practical
good; and if there are several such goals, they
would be the good.

We have now arrived at the same conclusion
as before, but by a different route. Stll, we
should try to add more clarity.

Aristotle’s next move is to introduce the notion
of a “final” goal. The adjective he uses (TELEION)
is translated “complete” or “perfect” in other
contexts.

There are some things we choose because of
something else, for example wealth, flutes, and
instruments in general. So, although there are
many goals, not all of them are final. Now, the
best is evidently something final. So, if only one
goal is final, it will be the good we seek, and if

13
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several are final, the most final of them will be
the good. In our view, a goal pursued for itself
is more final than a goal pursued because of an-
other thing, and what is never chosen because
of something else is more final than the things
chosen for themselves and because of it. We call
perfectly final what is always chosen for itself
and never because of another thing.

Happiness, it seems, is precisely this sort of
thing. We choose it always because of itself, and
never because of another thing. As for honor,
pleasure, wisdom, and any virtue: we choose
them both because of themselves (since we
would take each of them even if nothing further
came of it), but also for the sake of happiness,
thinking that through them we will be happy.
By contrast, no one chooses happiness for the
sake of these things— or, for that matter, because
of anything else. . ..

Aristotle gives further reasons for supposing that
happiness is the human good, then argues for his

Ts
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own conception of happiness in an argument that
is sometimes called the “function” argument.

Tue Human FuncTIiON

To find out what happiness is, Aristotle asks a
famouns question—what does a human being
DO?—meaning, what sort of activity is charac-
teristically human.* This question makes sense in
light of the assumption in chapter 4 that happi-
ness is the same as “doing well.” If Aristotle
can now identify what it is that humans Do, he
can conclude that DOING IT WELL is what
human happiness consists in.

(1.7, continued] While there is evidently general
agreement that happiness is the best thing, we
still need to state more clearly what it is. Pre-
sumably we might do this if we could grasp
what a human being does. Consider a flute
player, a sculptor, any artisan—in general, any-
thing with a characteristic activity that it per-
forms. Being good or doing well for such a

17
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thing will involve that activity, and the same will
be true for a human being, if there is in fact a
kind of activity characteristic of humans. Well,
do a carpenter and a shoemaker each have a
characteristic activity that they perform, but a
human being has none? Are we naturally inac-
tive? Or rather, since there is clearly an activity
characteristic of the eye, and of the hand, and of
the foot—and likewise for each of our parts—
might we not likewise posit a kind of activity
that belongs to us as humans, above and beyond
all that? Well, what might that be?

Clearly, being alive is something we have in
common with plants, but we are looking for
something distinctively human, so we should
set aside the life of nourishment and growth.
Next would be the life of perception, but this
too appears common to horse and ox and every
animal. What’s left is a life that employs our
thinking part—one part of which is responsive
to thought, while another part has thought and
does the thinking. . ..

19
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Aristotle’s next move depends on the assumption
that the kinds of life he has just enumerated are
activities of the SOUL. Soul, for him, is a biolog-
ical and psychological principle; in plants it is the
power of nutrition and growth; in animals it also
includes the power of perception and locomotion;
in human animals, it includes the additional
power of thought. Human activity, for him, will
be activity of the distinctively human part of
the soul.

So, let us suppose that characteristically human
activity is activity of the soul: thinking activity,
or activity connected to thinking. Now, what a
thing characteristically does and what a good
thing of its kind does are the same type of ac-
tivity. For example, a kitharist and a good
kitharist perform the same type of activity.® In
all cases, the superior performance that comes
from being good is additional to the activity. For
example, a kitharist plays the kithara, while a
good kitharists plays the kithara well.

21

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

HOW TO FLOURISH

el & oltwg, [avBpddmov 8¢ tibepev Epyov LNy
Twa, Tavtny 8¢ Yuyig Evépyelay kai TpAtels peta
Adyov, omovdaiov & avdpog eV Taita kai KaA®G,
€kaotov &’ €v katd v oikelav apetnv dmote-
Aettar €1 &’ oltw,] 10 avBpdmvov ayadov yuyiig
gvépyela yivetat kat’ apetny, €l 0¢ TAelovg al ape-
Tai, kKata Vv aploTnV Kal TEAELOTATNV.

£t 0 év Pl tedein. pla yap yeMdawv €ap ov
T0LEL, 00dE pianuépa oVt 8¢ 00O pakdplov kai
evdaipova pia nuépa ovd’ dALyog xpovog.

22

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

THE GOAL OF LIFE

When Aristotle speaks above of “being good”
he uses a single word, ARETE, which will be
translated “virtue” from now on. Although in
English “virtue” is typically used for moral good-
ness, ARETE is a much wider notion for Aristotle
and can refer to the goodness of anything.

If all this is so—if we posit that it is character-
istically human to live a particular kind of life,
a life in which the soul is engaged in activities
involving thought; that it is characteristic of a
good person to do that well and finely; and that
each thing is perfected by its own proper vir-
tue—in that case, the human good turns out to
be activity of the soul that comes from virtue.
If there is more than one human virtue, the good
will be activity that comes from the best and
most complete virtue.

In addition, it must be in a complete life. One
swallow doesn’t make it spring, and a single day
doesn’t either, and similarly a single day won’t
make a person blessed and happy, and a short

time won’t either.
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Let this be our outline of the good. . . .

Ower chapters 8-10, Aristotle shows that his ont-
line of the human good aligns well with what
many people believe about happiness, and he
considers what role good fortune plays in a happy

life.

A Furr Human Lire

[1.9]...It makes sense that we don’t attribute
happiness to an ox or a horse, or any other ani-
mal, since they are incapable of engaging in the
kind of actions that good people perform. For
the same reason, children are not happy either,
since they are not yet capable of performing
those actions, because of their age. If we call
them happy, it is on the expectation that they
will be. After all, as we said, happiness requires
both complete virtue and a complete life. There
are many upheavals in life and all sorts of luck,
and it is possible for someone living a thriving

23
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un Aéyopev tov tebvedta evdaipova, unde Z6Awv
tobto PovAetat, AN Ott Tnvikalta v TIg
ao@ai®dg paxapioeey avhpwmov wg £xTog 1on
TOV KAK@OV Ovta Kai TV SUoTUXMUATDV, EXEL HEV
Kol ToUT aploprimotv tva- . . .
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life to suffer terrible misfortunes in old age, like
Priam in the stories about Troy. No one would
call you happy if you experienced such misfor-
tune and died so wretchedly.®

[1.10] Does that mean Solon’ was right to say
we must look to the end, and call no person
happy while they are alive? If so, does that mean
people are happy when they are dead? That
would be strange, especially for those who say
happiness is an activity! And if we don’t call a
dead person happy, and that is not what Solon
meant—if his point is that only then can we
safely declare a person happy, because they are
outside the reach of evils and misfortunes—even
that is open to dispute. . ..

After addressing these and other puzzles about
happiness, Aristotle returns to his “outline” of

happiness and clarifies the kind of virtue it
involves.
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[1.13] ’Enet &’ éotiv 1) ev0aupovia yuyiic évépyeld
TG KAt Aapetnv teAelay, mepl APETi|G EMOKETTEOV
av e’ Tdya yap olUtwg av PEATov Kai mepl ThG
evdaipoviag Oewprjoaipey . . . ept dpetiic 8¢ €mi-
oxentéov avOpwmivng dijAov ot kai yap taya-
Bov avBpodmvov élnrotpev kal v evdaipoviav
avOpwmivnv. dpetny 6¢ Aéyouev avlpwmivnyv ov
TNV T00 0OUATOG AAAA TNV THG YUXTiS: Kal TV
evdapoviav 8¢ Yuyiic évépyelav Aéyopev. . . .

TO puév dAoyov avtiic eivat, 0 8¢ Adyov €xov. . . .
00 AAdyou 8¢ TO PEV €0lKE KOWE Kal PUTIKG,
AMyw 8¢ 10 altiov tod tpéecbar xail avte-
oBar . . . tadTng pév ovv Kown TIg APET Kal 0vK
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HumaN NATURE AND HuMAN VIRTUE

[1.13] Since happiness is an activity of the soul
that comes from complete virtue, we should in-
vestigate virtue. That way we might improve
our thinking about happiness. ... And it is
clearly human virtue that we must investigate,
since it is the human good and human happi-
ness that we have been investigating. In our
view, human virtue is not of the body but of
the soul. Happiness, we say, is an activity of the
soul. ...

Thus we need knowledge of the soul, Aristotle
notes, but not specialized expertise. We can get
by, he says, with the account of the soul in his
(now lost) popular writings, which he summa-
rizes as follows.

Our soul has an unthinking part and a thinking
part. . . . We share one aspect of the unthinking
part with plants; it is the cause of nourishment
and growth. ... The virtue of this power is
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avOpwmivny @aivetar: doxel yap €v T0ig Umvolg
EVepPYEV pdAlota to péptov todto Kai 1 duvapig
autn, 6 & dyabog kai kaxog friota SiddnAot kad’
Umvov . . .

AN\ Tept PeV ToVT®V AALG, kal TO Opemtikov
gatéov, éneldn tig avOpwmikiic ApeTiic dpotpov
TEPUKeV. Eotke O€ kal AMN TIg PUOLS THGS YuXTig
dloyog eivai, petéyovoa pévtot iy Adyou. tod
yap €ykpatoig kai dkpatoig Tov AGyov Kai Tiig
Yuyiic 10 Adyov €xov ématvotpev: dpOdg yap kai
i Ta féATIoTa TapakaAel gaivetal 6’ €v alTtolg
Kal Ao TL Tapa TOV AGyov TTEUKOG, O pdyeTal
Kal dvtiteivel T® AOy®. ateyvdg yap kaddmep ta
napaieAvpéva 100 owpatog popa eig ta de€la
TPOALPOVHEV®Y KIvijoal TovvavTiov eig T apt-
oTeEPA TTapaPépeTal, Kal €l TG Yoy ovTwg:
€Ml Tdvavtia yap at oppal TV axpat@dv. A’ v
TOIG OOUAOL HEV OPDUEV TO TAPAPEPOUEVOV, ETTL
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clearly common rather than human. Indeed, this
part and power is at work primarily during
sleep, when the difference between good and
bad people is least discernible. . . .

But enough about the nutritive soul; let us set
it aside, since by its nature it has no part in
human virtue. Now, a different part of our soul’s
nature is also unthinking but nonetheless shares
in thought in a way. Consider, for example,
someone exercising self-control, or losing con-
trol. We praise their thinking—that is, the think-
ing part of their soul—because it correctly urges
them toward the best course of action. But their
nature clearly also contains something else along-
side thinking that fights and pulls against it.
What happens in their soul is very much like
what happens in a body when a paralyzed limb
moves in the wrong direction (for example, the
limb moves left when you try to move it to the
right). That is, people who lose control are
pulled in two directions, even though we don’t
actually see the soul part moving in the wrong
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8¢ tijg Yuyfic ovy Opdpev. lowg 8 008V frTov
Kai év i) Wuxi) vopotéov eivai T tapd tov Adyov,
€vavTtiovpevov ToUTte Kal avtipaivov. mdg &’
€tepov, ovdev Slapépel.

Adyou ¢ xal ToUto aivetal petéyev, OoTEP
elmopev: melBapyel yoiv 1@ Adyw — 10 T €ykpa-
toig €11 & lowg einkomTEPSY €0TL TO TOU 0W-
@povog kai avdpeiov: mavta yap OpoOP®VEL TQ
AOY®. paivetat dn kal T0 dAoyov dITTov. TO pEV
Yap euTIKOV 0USApP®S KOW®VET AGyov, TO 8’ &mi-
BupnTikOv Kal SAWG OPEKTIKOV PETEYEL TTWE, T) KAT-
NKooOv €otv avtod kai meBapykov: olUtw &1
Kal ToD Tatpog kal IOV piA®v @apev Exerv Adyov,
Kal oy MoTep TOV pabnuatik®dy. ot 6¢ neiBetal
TG UTTO AGyou TO dAoyov, pnviet kai 1) vouBEtn-
ol¢ Kal taoa EmTiunoig Te Kal tapdkAnoig. €t 8¢
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