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From pursuing pleasure to avoiding pain, life seems to ultimately be about achieving 
happiness. However, how to define and obtain happiness has and continues to be a widely 
debated issue. In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle gives his view on happiness. Aristotle 
focuses particularly on how reason, our rational capacity, should help us recognize and 
pursue what will lead to happiness and the good life. He refers to the soul as a part of the 
human body and what its role is in pursuing true happiness and reaching a desirable end. 
Aristotle defines good'; as that which everything aims. Humans have an insatiable need to 
achieve goodness and eventual happiness. Sometimes the end that people aim for is the 
activity they perform, and other times the end is something we attempt to achieve by 
means of that activity. Aristotle claims that there must be some end since everything 
cannot be means to something else. In this case, there would be nothing we would try to 
ultimately achieve and everything would be pointless. An ultimate end exists so that what 
we aim to achieve is attainable. Some people believe that the highest end is material and 
obvious (when a person is sick they seek health, and a poor person searches for wealth).  
Most people think that the highest end is a life of pleasure. Hedonists have defined 
happiness as " an equivalent to the totality of pleasurable or agreeable feeling.' Some 
pleasures are good and contribute to happiness. Not all ends are ultimate ends but the 
highest end would have to be something ultimate; the only conceivable ultimate end is 
happiness.  
Happiness is perhaps the only clear ultimate end. Happiness is what we strive for by itself 
and not to get anything else. "So it appears that happiness is the ultimate end and 
completely sufficient by itself. It is the end we seek in all we do.';(Aristotle, 461) Mans' 
good is related to his purpose; the purpose of a man involves the actions of his soul (the 
soul being a part of his reasoning). By carrying out the activities of his soul and doing so 
with proper excellence and virtue, man is able to reach a desirable end ,i,e. happiness  

Introduction 

Today in our society today, we are mostly challenged by two questions: ‘is it right to do 
this or that? And ‘how should one live in society?’ This similar questions were greatly 
discussed in the history by our ancestors in their philosophical discussions. Aristotle’s‘The 
Nicomachean Ethics’ has been  considered to be great influencing works of literature in 
ethics. Aristotle insisted that there are no particular standard set for morality and that any 
ethical theory must be based specifically on the human psychology and human nature.  In 
his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle tries to discover what is ‘the supreme good for man’, 
that is, what is the best way to lead our life and give it meaning. For Aristotle, a thing is 
best understood by looking at its end, purpose, or goal. What, asks Aristotle, is this goal 
that is an end-in-itself? This ‘supreme good’, says Aristotle, is happiness. For Aristotle, 
happiness is not merely a subjective emotional state, something we have to define for 
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ourselves as we feel it; rather, it is an objective state – closer to the concept of well-being 
or flourishing. Happiness is the highest good and the ultimate end goal—for it is self-
reliant. 

1. Aristotle: A little background 

Aristotle is one of the greatest thinkers in the history of western science and philosophy, 
making contributions to logic, metaphysics, mathematics, physics, biology, botany, 
ethics, politics, agriculture, medicine, dance and theatre. Aristotle was the first to classify 
areas of human knowledge into distinct disciplines such as mathematics, biology, and 
ethics. He was the first to devise a formal system for reasoning, whereby the validity of 
an argument is determined by its structure rather than its content. 

Along Aristotle was the founder of the Lyceum, the first scientific institute, based in 
Athens, Greece with his teacher Plato, he was one of the strongest advocates of a liberal 
arts education, which stresses the education of the whole person, including one's moral 
character, rather than merely learning a set of skills. According to Aristotle, this view of 
education is necessary if we are to produce a society of happy as well as productive 
individuals. 

2. Formal definition of happiness or flourishing  (eudaimonia) 

Happiness (or flourishing or living well) is a complete and sufficient good. This implies 
(1) that it is desired for itself, (2) that it is not desired for the sake of anything else, (3) 
that it satisfies all desire and has no evil mixed in with it, and (4) that it is stable. 

3. Aristotle’s definition of Happiness 

Aristotle gives us his definition of happiness as “… the function of man is to live a 
certain kind of life, and this activity implies a rational principle, and the function of a 
good man is the good and noble performance of these, and if any action is well performed 
it is performed in accord with the appropriate excellence: if this is the case, then 
happiness turns out to be an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue.(Nicomachean 
Ethics,1098a13). 

Aristotle believes that “Happiness depends on ourselves”. The ‘supreme good’, says 
Aristotle, is happiness. "Happiness depends on ourselves." Aristotle enshrines happiness 
as a central purpose of human life and a goal in itself. He believes that happiness rests 
within an absolutely final and self-sufficient end. 

Thus Aristotle’s theory of happiness states that happiness is the highest good. There are 
many items that are good, but goods pursued for their own sake are of a higher good than 
goods pursued for the sake of something else. The highest good cannot be improved by 
the addition of anything else. The highest good is desirable for itself, is not desirable for 
the sake of another good, and all other goods are desirable for its sake. Happiness is the 
only good pursued solely for itself, and is an end in itself. 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-08, Sept 2018 Special Issue (01) 

 

 w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9- 9 5 9 8 
 

Page 102 

4. Happiness overrides pleasure 

Aristotle refers to the quality of a whole human life -- what makes it good as a whole, 
in spite of the fact that we are not having fun or a good time every minute of it. 

In Aristotle’s definition of happiness, pleasure is understood as the function of animals. 
The “good life” that we seek is not one characterized by pleasures such as sex and 
money. Pleasure tends to lead us toward bad acts and toward a lack of self-control. In 
order to be happy we must control our vices, no matter how much pain (or discomfort) it 
causes us. According to Aristotle, this is the only way to achieve a life filled with long-
term happiness, rather than one filled with temporary pleasure from our vices. 

To Aristotle, pleasure is often not a good thing unless it is connected with virtuous 
activity itself: a courageous act of self-sacrifice, for instance, might be pleasant to the 
virtuous person. If we are virtuous then we will derive pleasure from those virtuous acts. 
A human life may involve many pleasures, joys, and successes. On the other hand, it may 
also involve many pains, griefs and troubles and still be a good life -- a happy life. 
Happiness, is not made by the pleasures we have; nor, for that matter, is happiness 
marred by the pains we suffer. 

5. “Cultivation of virtue” leads to happiness 

Humans are unique to animals due to their ability to be rational. Humans that live with 
good reason are good humans. In order for something to be good requires virtue. 
Therefore, in order to live well we must use reason virtuously. There are two kinds of 
virtue- intellectual and moral. Moral habits are acquired by habit, not by nature. Acting 
virtuously attains moral virtues. One can act virtuously and not mean it, therefore it is not 
a virtuous act. In order to perform a truly virtuous act one must have knowledge that it is 
a virtuous act, must perform the act simply because it is virtuous and the act must be 
derived from an unchangeable character. Moral virtues are the mean between the two 
extremes (doctrine of the mean). The extremes, deficiency and excess, are considered 
vices while the mean is virtue. With respect to anger, the vices are short-temperedness 
(excess) and insensibility (deficiency).  
          In Ethics, Aristotle argues the highest end is the human good, and claims that the 
highest end pursued in action is happiness. He also claims that happiness is achieved only 
by living a virtuous life - "our definition is in harmony with those who say that happiness 
is virtue, or a particular virtue; because an activity in accordance with virtue implies 
virtue. Indeed, we may go further and assert that anyone who does not delight in fine 
actions is not even a good man."(Aristotle) The virtuous life is full of reasoning for the 
good. Good is complete and most choice worthy. It is the human good in life that 
expresses virtue. 

Happiness is an essential aspect of Aristotle's philosophy because for him it was an 
activity of the soul which attained at a high level of excellence refined over the span of a 
complete life that accords with virtue. The concept of virtue for Aristotle was anything 
that makes something good. The good is the result of what someone rationally aims for. 
If someone performs a job or a task that it is meant to be done and does it well, then it has 
good virtue. It is specifically the ability to use reason that sets humans apart from the 
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other mammals and creatures. According to Aristotle, human virtue means virtue of the 
soul and not the body, just like human happiness means happiness of the soul. Virtue of 
humans also will be the state of character which makes them good and which makes them 
do their own work well. It is a state of character concerned with choice, lying in a mean 
relative to us. Such a mean is determined by a rational principles and reasoning, and it is 
by reasoning that a wise human will determine it. 

Thus Aristotle quotes in Nicomachean Ethics,1101a10,”He is happy who lives in 
accordance with complete virtue and is sufficiently equipped with external goods, not for 
some chance period but throughout a complete life.” 

6. Happiness is something final self-sufficient 

Happiness in general terms is a belief, an idea and a theory. Just like other theories, 
beliefs, and ideas may have fallacies, the theory of happiness might too. According to 
Aristotle happiness is an end, an end result of all the things a person does. Most of our 
acts are committed for a reason to achieve something else, but happiness is different. 
Aristotle believes that searching for happiness is for being happy only and not for 
something else. A happy man is the man that thinks he has everything he really needs. He 
has those virtues in which he needs to realize his potentials. Once realizing his potentials 
he is able to achieve happiness. That is why , Aristotle said that the happy man wants 
nothing more. Happiness is sought-after in itself and never for the sake of something else. 
Happiness meets Aristotle's criteria for completeness viz. "An end pursued in itself, we 
say, is more complete than an end pursued because of something else." (Aristotle) 
Happiness, according to him is just as self-sufficient as good, because both make life 
choice worthy. Apart from being chosen for themselves honor, pleasure and wealth, are 
also chosen for the sake of happiness, judging that by means of them we shall be happy. 
Desires compiled of wealth, honor, and power are good but, they do not lead to happiness 
because they are superficial of these, or, for anything other than itself. Happiness is 
something final and self-sufficient. 

Aristotle says. 

Happiness is desirable in itself and never for the sake of something else. But honor, 
pleasure, reason, and every virtue we choose indeed for themselves, but we choose them 
also for the sake of happiness, judging that by means of them we shall be happy. 
Happiness, on the other hand, no one chooses for the sake of these, nor, in general, for 
anything other than itself. Happiness, then, is something final and self-sufficient. 

 

This leads Aristotle to his definition of the happy life as a life made perfect by the 
possession of all good things such as health, wealth, friendship, knowledge, virtue - all 
these are constituent parts of happiness. Happiness is the whole good of which they are 
component parts. That is how happiness is related to all other goods. For the question as 
to why do we want to be healthy, one could answer by saying that‚¬" because by being 
healthy would enable us to do the different kind of work we want to do. If then asked, 
why do you want to do that kind of work, the crucial answer would be - because you 
wanted to be happy. Now that if you were asked, why did you want to become or be 
happy, the only answer would be - because you wanted to become and be happy. 
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Thus happiness is something you seek for its own sake, whereas you seek all the other 
goods ultimately for the sake of happiness. Happiness is the only good of which this is 
true. It is the only good which we seek for its own sake. 

7.The effect of Aristotle’s teaching in 21st century 

I would like to conclude this brief account of Aristotle's theory of happiness by 
mentioning two points which will help us to test our understanding of that theory. Both 
points bear on the difficult question of whether happiness is the same for all men. Most 
people -- in Aristotle's time and in ours -- do not think it is: 

With regard to what happiness is (men) differ, and the many do not give the same 
account as the wise. For the former think it is some plain and obvious thing, like pleasure, 
wealth, or honor. They differ, however, from one another -- and often even the same man 
identifies it with different things, with health when he is ill, with wealth when he is poor. 

Moreover, as Aristotle points out, most people think that happiness is, for each man, 
whatever he himself thinks it is, and that there are as many different notions of happiness 
as there are different men, each of them as right as any other. In other words, of all the 
different notions of happiness that men have, one is not true and all the rest false. That is 
what most people think! 

But, Aristotle contends, on the contrary, that there is only one true conception of 
happiness and that when happiness is truly conceived, it is the same for all men, whether 
they think so or not. One example will suffice to help you see what he is driving at: and 
then you can decide whether or not you agree with him -- as I do. 

Consider the case of the miser. The miser thinks that happiness consists solely in 
accumulating and hoarding a pile of gold. To achieve this end, he ruins his health, lives in 
isolation from other human beings, does not take part in the life of his country -- and is 
subject to wild fears and constant worries. There the miser sits fondling his gold. Is he a 
happy man or is he miserable? 

Aristotle would say that the miser is completely miserable -- the perfect type of human 
misery. For he has thwarted most of his normal human cravings, and stunted his human 
development! He has deprived himself of most of the good things of life -- health, 
knowledge, friendship and many other forms of human activity -- in order to acquire 
wealth: wealth which he does not put to good use but simply gloats over. 

True, he thinks that his happiness consists in the possession of gold. But that is a 
mistaken judgment on his part. It has led him to do violence to his own nature and to ruin 
his life. 

The second of the two concluding points I want to make has to do with the criteria by 
which we can tell whether something is truly a part of happiness when that is rightly 
conceived. Suppose, for example, that someone thinks that happiness consists in having 
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power over other men, and not being subject to the power of anyone else. Some men, we 
know from history and experience, actually think this -- and want power more than 
anything else. They think it is most essential to their happiness. What is wrong with such 
thinking? You can readily see what is wrong. If power over others were truly an element 
in human happiness, then happiness would not be attainable by all men. Because if some 
men attain it, that would preclude other men, subject to their power, from becoming 
happy. Everyone cannot be on top -- and if you have to be on top in order to be happy, 
only some men can achieve happiness at the expense of others. Hence, if everyone has a 
natural right to the pursuit of happiness, and if that means that happiness must be 
attainable by all, then we know at once, do we not, that power over other men cannot be a 
part of human happiness -- for if it were, happiness would not be attainable by all. The 
pursuit of happiness must be co-operative, not competitive. 

Thus following Aristotle’s theory we must – 

Pursue happiness (not pleasure) 

Aristotle defines human happiness (which can only be sought via virtuous means) as 
being different from sensuous pleasures (which he describes as what we know now as 
vices). Our function as human beings, he says, is not to pursue pleasures such as sex, 
money, and rock and roll (that’s the animal life), but instead to pursue virtues such as 
knowledge, courage, and temperance. 

Take satisfaction in good deeds 

A good person has good character traits—such as generosity, friendship, and kindness—
and will use these traits in making moral judgements and decisions. They will take 
pleasure in sacrificing their own comfort for the good of another. In the 21st-century we 
are surrounded by the suffering of others: Aristotle would argue that, in order to be 
happy, we should take pleasure in charity work and acts of kindness. 

Value what material goods you have (within reason) 

By placing value on being “sufficiently equipped with external goods,” Aristotle suggests 
that one must have a suitable level of material comfort to be able to be moral. In modern 
times, this might mean having suitable shelter, food, and funds to be able to live a good 
life and be happy, without valuing any non-essential pleasures above virtues such as 
friendship, practical knowledge, and generosity. 

When in doubt, take inspiration from good people 

Complete virtue, argues Aristotle, requires both the virtues of character (courage, for 
example) and the virtues of intellect, especially practical wisdom. Good and noble people 
demonstrate these traits in everything they do so, when faced with moral dilemmas, we 
should look to them for guidance. 

Spend more time thinking and learning 

Aristotle considers contemplation to be the highest virtue to which human beings can 
aspire, alongside intelligence and practical knowledge. He thinks that philosophical 
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thinking is the most fulfilling activity we can do and will result in proper happiness. 
When combined with other intellectual virtues, Aristotle would argue, we will finally 
experience complete happiness. 
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