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      For Aristotle, the question of how to live well begins with a deceptively simple idea: every action aims at some good.

      We work in order to earn money. We earn money in order to live comfortably. We seek honour because we believe it will bring satisfaction. We pursue knowledge because we consider knowing valuable.

      But if every goal is pursued for the sake of another goal, the chain must eventually end somewhere.

      Aristotle calls that final end happiness—eudaimonia. Yet by happiness, he does not mean a passing emotion or a pleasant mood. He means something closer to flourishing: a life that is genuinely going well as a whole.


      
        Why Pleasure Is Not Enough

        Aristotle considers several ways of life that people commonly associate with happiness.

        One is the life of pleasure. Another is the political life, where honour and public recognition become central. A third is the life of virtue.

        But he finds problems with all of them.

        Pleasure is too closely tied to immediate satisfaction. Honour depends on other people and therefore cannot be completely under our own control. Even virtue, by itself, is not enough: a person could possess virtue without actively exercising it.

        For Aristotle, happiness cannot simply be something we possess.

        It must be something we do.

      

      
        Happiness as the Final End

        Aristotle argues that the highest good must be chosen for its own sake rather than for the sake of something else.

        We may desire wealth because of what wealth allows us to obtain. We may desire honour because of how it makes us feel or how others treat us.

        But happiness is different.

        We do not usually ask, “Why do you want to be happy?”

        Happiness is the point at which the question stops.

        For Aristotle, this is what makes happiness the ultimate human end.

      

      
        What Is the Human Function?

        Aristotle then introduces one of his most famous arguments: the function argument.

        If we want to know what makes a good flute player, we ask what a flute player does and what it means to perform that activity well.

        Aristotle applies the same reasoning to human beings.

        What distinguishes human life from other forms of life?

        It cannot simply be growth or nutrition, because plants also grow and feed. It cannot merely be perception, because animals perceive the world too.

        What distinguishes human beings, Aristotle argues, is reason.

        The specifically human form of life is therefore a life in which reason is actively exercised.

        From this, Aristotle reaches a major conclusion:

        The good human life is not simply a life in which reason exists.

        It is a life in which reason is exercised well.

      

      
        Moral Virtue and Intellectual Virtue

        Aristotle divides virtue into two broad categories.

        The first is moral virtue—qualities such as courage, generosity, justice, and moderation.

        The second is intellectual virtue, which concerns knowledge, understanding, judgment, and wisdom.

        Both are important. But Aristotle eventually gives intellectual activity the higher position.

        In particular, he distinguishes practical wisdom from philosophical wisdom. Practical wisdom concerns human affairs and decision-making. Philosophical wisdom concerns deeper and more enduring truths.

        For Aristotle, the latter represents the highest activity available to the human mind.

      

      
        Contemplation as the Highest Happiness

        By Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle makes his position much clearer.

        If happiness is activity according to virtue, then the highest happiness must involve the highest part of us.

        That part, he argues, is the intellect.

        The activity of the intellect at its highest level is contemplation—theoria.

        Contemplation has several advantages.

        It can be pursued more continuously than many practical activities. It is deeply self-sufficient. It is pleasurable in itself. And unlike activities pursued for some external reward, contemplation is valuable simply because of the activity itself.

        This matters because Aristotle’s highest form of happiness is not based on possession.

        It is based on activity.

        A person does not become happy merely by owning knowledge.

        Happiness arises in the exercise of the mind.

      

      
        What Does Aristotle Mean by Contemplation?

        The word “contemplation” can sound passive today, but Aristotle does not mean simply sitting quietly and thinking.

        His idea is closer to the intellectual grasp of enduring truths.

        Interestingly, Aristotle distinguishes inquiry from knowledge itself. Inquiry is the process of seeking truth; contemplation concerns the activity of the person who has come to understand it.

        For Aristotle, this activity brings human beings closest to the divine.

        The intellect, therefore, occupies a strange position.

        It belongs to us, but it also seems to transcend the ordinary practical concerns of human life.

      

      
        Becoming More Than Our Immediate Desires

        Aristotle ultimately asks us to identify ourselves with what is highest in us.

        Human beings have appetites, emotions, bodily needs, and social responsibilities. Aristotle does not deny these things.

        But he does not think they define the highest possibility of human existence.

        The best life, in his view, is one directed toward understanding.

        This does not mean abandoning ordinary life.

        It means arranging ordinary life around something higher.

        Food, money, reputation, pleasure, and political success all have their place—but they are not the final purpose.

        The final purpose is the cultivation and activity of the intellect.

      

      
        Aristotle and Plato

        On this point, Aristotle remains surprisingly close to his teacher Plato.

        Both philosophers believe that the human mind reaches its highest form when it turns away from purely immediate concerns and toward what is enduring, rational, and universal.

        In Plato, this appears as the effort to become more like the divine through wisdom.

        In Aristotle, it appears as the contemplative life.

        The article also emphasizes the connection between this ideal and the original Greek meaning of eudaimonia, suggesting a relationship between human flourishing and the ordering of the rational or divine element within us.

      

      
        Is Aristotle Right?

        Many modern readers will resist Aristotle’s conclusion.

        We often define happiness through relationships, family, creativity, meaningful work, love, freedom, or emotional fulfilment.

        Aristotle’s picture can appear unusually intellectual.

        Yet his deeper insight remains powerful.

        He asks us to distinguish between what we merely want and what is genuinely worth wanting.

        He also challenges the idea that happiness is something that simply happens to us.

        For Aristotle, happiness is built through a way of living.

        And at the highest level, that life involves the deliberate cultivation of what he believed to be our most distinctive capacity:

        the ability to understand.

        Perhaps this is why his argument still matters.

        More than two thousand years later, Aristotle continues to ask a question that modern life often encourages us to avoid:

        Are we living merely pleasantly—or are we living well?

      

      
        Source & Further Reading

        This essay is based on Lawrence Evans’ article, “Aristotle’s Guide To Living Well,” published by Philosophy Now.

        Original article:

          https://philosophynow.org/issues/151/Aristotles_Guide_To_Living_Well
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