Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes On
Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics, Book X
A. Focus on Pleasure

· No Discourse on ethics is complete without a discussion of pleasure or pains

· Aristotle holds the subject to be of importance for two main reasons:
1) Pleasure and Pains play a key role in guiding our behavior towards the production of good characters

· Moral training uses praise and blame, reward and punishment to steer us towards the good life

· Without the capacity for pleasure and pain the devices would be worthless

2) There is much controversy as to whether pleasure is the good or if it is evil (the bad)

· Can pleasure be identified with happiness (hedonism)

· Or is pleasure diametrically opposed to it? (asceticism)
B. Is Pleasure Good?

· Aristotle considers Eudoxus’ view the pleasure is the Good:

1) All beings, rational and irrational, strive for pleasure, thus pleasure is that towards which all things aim
2) Alternatively, all beings avoid pain, which is the opposite of pleasure, and pain is Evil, so pleasure must be the Good

3) Pleasure is a final good, we strive for it for no other reason than to get it

4) The addition of pleasure to anything makes it more desirable, hence pleasure is the Good
· Aristotle responds (specifically, to #4)

· Pleasure is not self-sufficient, because a adding something to it makes it more valuable (e.g. wisdom)

C. Is Pleasure Evil?

· The main reason for holding this view ( as far as we’re concerned) is that we identify bad-evil people as those who are “pleasure seekers” (selfishness)

· Aristotle has several comments on this

1) Bad Character

· What’s pleasing to some with a bad character is not necessarily pleasing to anyone else
· Such pleasures are not truly pleasurable 
· Would we say pedophilia is pleasurable?
2) Bad Judgment

· Many things that are pleasurable cease to be so under cratin circumstances

· The pleasant is context bound

· Would we say wealth is pleasurable if we get it by betraying a friend?

3) Not All Pleasures are Equal

· There are different kinds of pleasures, and some are better than others

· Higher (= noble) pleasures - of the intellect

· Lower (= base) pleasures - of the body
D. What is Pleasure?

· To get clear on the status of pleasure with respect to good and bad, Aristotle considers what pleasure is
· The Genus

· One observation is that pleasures are always associated with activities 

· Where there’s not activity, there’s not pleasure

· It seems that all sorts of activities have their corresponding pleasures
· But pleasure is not the only thing that is associated with activity, so we must consider what makes it distinct
· The Species

· Pleasure, says Aristotle, is that which completes the activity in question-what perfects it

· The significance of this fact is that since life is a group of activities (we are what we do) pleasure completes life itself

E. Different Kinds of Pleasure

· Pleasures are associated with activities but there are different kinds of activities
· Accordingly, there are different kinds of pleasures
· Just as eating and thinking are different, the pleasures of eating and thinking are different

· Some activities are better than others and so it follows that some pleasures are better than others

· Aristotle contends that the activities of the mind are better than those of the body; hence pleasures of the mind are correspondingly better. Because:

1)  Different beings have different functions: accordingly they have different activities proper to them; hence they have different pleasures proper to them

2) The best pleasures for us are those that complete the activity most proper to our function

3) Man’s function is to fulfill his rationality; hence the activity most proper to him is thinking; hence the pleasure most proper to him are those of thought
F. Advantages of Contemplative Life
· Because man’s essence/function is to be rational, it follows that the good life for him –happiness- will ultimately be satisfied through a life of contemplation and study
· Recall that happiness must be final and self-sufficient
· A life of contemplation is final: it’s done for no other reason than itself

· A life of contemplation is self-sufficient: it can be satisfied independently of things and people
· Happiness must be an activity that does not derive value from anything else and must be valuable independently of the contingencies surrounding our lives

· Only contemplation, says Aristotle, can provide us with this sort of life; hence only contemplation gives us supreme happiness
G. The Roles of Pleasure

· Corresponding to the activities of the different parts of the soul, pleasure fit in to human happiness thus:
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