Josh Shapiro
Classical Ethical Theories

1-29-02

Aristotle’s Distinction Between Pleasure and Happiness

“Happiness then is the best, noblest, and most pleasant thing in the world…” (17)
Aristotle, in The Nicomachean Ethics, makes a clear distinction between pleasure and happiness. He asserts that because pleasure can be short lived and only adds to other states of emotion (i.e. not self-sufficient) that it cannot be the final good.  The final good must be self-sufficient, meaning that it lacks nothing--nothing can be added to it to make this good more enjoyable.  The final good must be perfectly complete.  Aristotle does not believe that all pleasure is necessarily bad, but only that it is not what every human strives for.  Unlike pleasure, he contends that happiness is not temporary, it is the ultimate good for humans and that every other activity is a subordinate means to this final end.  This essay will explore why humans pursue happiness, the major differences between pleasure and happiness, and raise an objection against Aristotle’s conclusion.

Importantly, Aristotle demonstrates that humankind strives for this final good because we are rational creatures.  He states that, “we call neither ox nor horse nor any of the other animals happy; for none of them is capable of sharing in such activity” (19).  These animals cannot reason like humans, and therefore cannot know that there is anything greater than food and fornication.  Happiness must come through training and experience.  As rational beings, humans can choose to take on this task and try to cultivate their intellect, in the pursuit of this final good.  For this reason, a child is incapable of being happy because he has not developed his mind to the point of being able to make rational choices to better himself through virtuous acts.  However, unlike animals, because a child is a human being with potential to develop rational thoughts, he has the ability to someday obtain the final good.  

A significant difference between happiness and pleasure, according to Aristotle, is that happiness is something permanent and unchanging, while pleasure can come and go. Aristotle states that “While, then, we can change quickly or slowly into a state of pleasure, we cannot quickly exhibit the activity of pleasure…” (252).  Later he states that happiness is not just a state but rather an activity, and presumably this “activity of pleasure” is what he is referring to.  To be clear though, Aristotle does not believe that pleasure is an activity, but rather a state used as a means to obtain the activity of happiness.  This distinction is a key component to understanding the difference associated with happiness and pleasure.  One cannot be happy while he or she is asleep because happiness must be an activity.  It also must be an activity that is not changing rapidly, but something that is steadfast.  Pleasure on the other hand can be something that one indulges in, but when the indulgence is over so too is the pleasure.  This characteristic could account for one having a dream that is pleasurable, because pleasure is only a state of mind.

To obtain this happiness one must work diligently and follow the habits of other virtuous people who have found happiness.  It is a process that must be learned and not just simply acquired.  Because happiness is not a changing state, it can protect one against misery.  Aristotle claims, “Yet even in these nobility shines through, when a man bears with resignation many great misfortunes, not through insensibility to pain but through nobility and greatness of soul” (21).   He believes that once happiness is obtained this “greatness of soul” will be a type of shield that will help the individual cope with whatever misfortune has befallen him or her.  If one has found happiness he or she will be able to make the best out of a dire situation.  This is possible because according to Aristotle, happiness is completely self-sufficient and once it is obtained, it is nearly impossible to lose due to the nature of self-sufficiency.  Happiness needs only itself in order to thrive.  Contrasted with this is pleasure, which cannot protect man against hardships because it is a feeling that is short lived.  Pleasure can add to ones happiness, but because it is not self-sufficient, it can come and go and, therefore, is not something stable that humans can rely on.  

Another key difference between happiness and pleasure is that happiness will always be virtuous, while pleasure can be good as well as malignant.  Aristotle believes that pleasure can come in many forms and through many activities.  Although he believes that “to each activity there is a proper pleasure” (259), he makes it evident that not all these activities are good.  This means that pleasurable acts do not always equate with greater happiness.  Happiness is a harmony of soul in which everything done to obtain it is virtuous.  One cannot find true happiness by doing evil deeds, whereas one can find pleasure in these acts.  Thus, there is a distinction in that pleasure is not necessarily a benevolent action or thought, whereas happiness always is.

Aristotle makes it quite apparent that happiness--not pleasure--is the final good for humans.  He claims that we choose pleasure both for itself and also for obtaining greater happiness.  Although Aristotle believes that happiness is the greatest good for humans and that this is what everyone strives for, he does concede that pleasure can be pursued for its own sake.  Although pleasure will not complete our life, there are times where it can be gratifying and pursued for nothing else then the brief enjoyment that it produces.  Although pleasure can be pursued for its own sake, when virtuously acquired, it can lead to achieving the final good, happiness, as well.  Aristotle states, “not all ends are final ends; but the chief good is evidently final” (11).  If this is the case, then happiness is completely self-sufficient because no one “does” happiness for any purpose other than happiness itself.  Aristotle believes that the final good should be something in which “when isolated makes life desirable and lacking in nothing” (12).  Pleasure appears to be lacking self-sufficiency, whereas happiness seems to support his definition of being self-contained. 

As an objection to Aristotle’s claim that happiness is the ultimate end, some philosophers believe that rather, pleasure is the final good.  They provide evidence for this argument by pointing out that people choose certain pleasures most.  These philosophers believe that because pleasure is chosen repeatedly it must be the greatest good. Aristotle refutes this claim by using one of Plato’s arguments in which he states “…the pleasant life is more desirable with wisdom than without…” (250).  This means that if pleasure was truly the ultimate good, you could not add on anything to it in order to make it better.  In this case, the addition of wisdom to a pleasant life disproves that the pleasant was the end, but merely a means.  Aristotle believes that to have found the final end there must not be anything beyond that, and in the case of pleasure there is.  The highest good in Aristotle’s opinion is something that completes ones life, and is self-sufficient.  How could pleasure be complete if one wants to add other things to it?  Therefore, Aristotle does not dispute that pleasure is necessary, and that people will repeatedly choose the same pleasure, only that the choosing of this pleasure does not make it the final good.

In conclusion, Aristotle does believe that pleasure can play a role in developing happiness, but because of this, happiness and not pleasure must be the final end.  He also tries to disprove his critics by showing that the final good must be self-sufficient, a quality that cannot be applied to pleasure.  It appears that he believes that man needs pleasure to keep life enjoyable, but we, as humans, strive for something greater.  By obtaining happiness we create a harmony in the soul that pleasure is incapable of providing.  Referring back to the original quote, Aristotle wants his pupils to understand that happiness is not insignificant.  Instead, although it takes work, once obtained, happiness is the greatest quality for which humankind can strive.

