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Eudaemonism in ancient Greek ethics: Some background to the 
Catholic tradition of social teaching. 

By Dr. John G. Quilter, School of Philosophy. 

Catholic Social Teaching has developed in the background of Catholic moral teaching. In its 

turn, Catholic moral teaching has developed against the background of Classical 

Philosophy which traces back to the ethical tradition of Ancient Greece, particularly to the 

influence of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. In this introduction, I will explain sonic central 

ideas of Aristotle's moral philosophy. 

A central point to understand about ancient Greek ethics, and most moral philosophy until 

the sixteenth century CE, is that the focus of concern is with the question "In what does the 

ultimate end of life consist?" That is to say, "What, of all the things human beings are 

capable of in leading their lives, is really worth living for, what is the point of being here at 

all? What is it that we are here to get out of life?" Note how close this is to the more 

contemporary question "What is the meaning of life? What is worth living for?" 

The common sense answer, which echoes pretty much across the centuries from the 

ancient Greeks, is that what we want out of life is to be happy. Of course, when asked 

"What do you want out of life?", answers are likely to vary: "A big house on the beach", "my 

own business and plenty of money", "A family with a couple of kids, financial security and a 

loving spouse", "a good career", "a chance to make a difference to the world", and so on. 

Still, if we want a good job, the point of that is to have the means be live happily. If we want 

the man or woman of our dreams and perfect children, the point of that is that life with these 

people would make you happy. If we want to travel and see the world, the point of that is to 

find what is required to be happy. All of us, presumably, would not sacrifice happiness for 

the sake of, say, fame, or money, or passion for something, if we did not have to, if life did 

not force it or the like. 



Admittedly, this word "happy" is a pretty weak and unconvincing word in English. It is also a 

poor translation of what Socrates and his followers were talking about. Altera, in English, 

we could say that people who want all kinds of odd and perverse things, are happy once 

they have them. And, in English, it can make sense to speak of sacrificing one's happiness 

for some noble purpose, and yet we can say that such a life is one "well lived" or 

"meaningful", "honourable" and "noble". Happiness to our modern, especially English-

speaking, ear sounds like a subjective feeling of contentment or satisfaction, or comfortable 

or undisturbed living, or of having one's desires satisfied so that there is nothing else one 

wants for in life. And it is compatible with these conditions that what affords us these 

conditions is not particularly deep or honourable or admirable. 

But the ancient Greek philosophers aren't really talking about "getting what you want" or 

being left alone to be safely undisturbed. They are talking about what the reasonable or 

rational person is seeking to get out of life. They are talking about what is really worth living 

for: what is it that, when we are old and we will look back on the life we have lived, if we 

were to find it in our life, we would be able to say, with a certain satisfaction, that life has 

been lived well, meaningfully, that one wouldn't change one's life (even if there were hopes 

one had that did not eventuate, things one wanted out of life that did not happen)? The 

ancient Greek philosophers were looking for a life of substance, not a merely satisfied life. 
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The Greek word for this is "eudaemonia". Some scholars translate it as "fulfilment", but I 

think this sounds too Californian and sell-involved to fit the bill. I would rather just talk of 

"eudaemonia" and try to work out what the ancient Greeks thought it was like, before we 

get worried about a translation. 

It was a truism for the ancient Greek culture that eudaemonia is the point of living. So, what 

they argued about was not whether the point of life is eudaemonia, but what eudaemonia 

was and what furnished us with it in this life. Euadaemonia is that in which the best human 

life is manifest. Eudaemonia is what the best way to live a human life has. Another way of 

thinking of this question is this: What sort of life that a human being can lead puts on 

display the best kind of human life? 

There were three traditional answers about what furnished a person with a eudaemonic life: 



• The life of pleasure, and having a good time (this does not exclude the drudgery of 

having to work for a living; it only implies that when one has done those things one 

has to get done to survive, what then is worth pursuing: they say- "having a good 

time- life is about having a good time!!"). The formula here is that pleasure is the 

good. 

• The life of "civic service". The notion here is a broad one. It does not just mean 

"working in the public life" though it can mean that. It includes being a parent, caring 

for an ageing parent, running a business to provide goods and services to the 

community, it includes charity work, and working to "make the world a better place", 

being a teacher, working in politics, or being a worker in an NGO for social change. 

The idea here is that the point of life is some kind of morally admirable life, to do 

good things, morally important things with one's life, even be it so humble as, say, 

cleaning people's homes. 

• The life of intellectual knowledge. The idea here is that thinking and studying deep 

and intellectually challenging problems, debating them and coming up with 

systematic thoughtful answers, is the activity in which life's point is most clearly 

achieved. Again, the ancient Greek way of putting the idea is perhaps misleading to 

the modem ear. For the ancients did not mean to restrict the options here just to 

"thinking deep thoughts" as if one did nothing about them. The idea here includes 

appreciating the arts, doing scientific research, applying new ideas to improve how 

things get done, etc. The emphasis is on the exercise of intellectual abilities, 

whereas in the other two "lives", it is on first, enjoying oneself, and secondly, on 

doing good things. It is worth noting here, however, that despite what I have said, the 

idea of this life also includes, as a possibility, a more "spiritual" contemplation of 

things or ultimate reality, something more like what we might associate with the 

prayerfulness of a contemplative person of religion. This is one possibility here, not 

the only one. 

None of these three lives is thought to exclude the other two in any sensibly lived life. Even 

the most serious scientific researcher can enjoy his work. Even the most ardent pleasure 

lover, has to think somewhat about how to have a good time and the more rationally she 

does so, the more fun she'll have. Even, the most committed worker for the good of other 

people needs to have fun at times if only to recuperate. And nearly all of us have to work for 

a living so, even if it is not our preference, we all have the chance to contribute to society. 
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The question the ancients were asking is which of these three things to which one might 

commit oneself, after the necessities of life are dealt with, is the one most worth committing 

oneself to, the one which will best realise the point of our being here, the meaning of life? In 

which life does eudaemonia consist? 

Aristotle's eudaemonism. 
Scholars often describe Aristotle's ethical theory as "Eudaemonism". What they mean by 

this is that his central question in thinking about ethics is the question we have been 

explaining. 

In this sense, people often make the observation that Aristotle's major work on Ethics, The 

Nicomachean Ethics (NE), is really a book about how to be "happy", in the sense we have 

been discussing, that is, "eudaemon". While there is a sense in which this is true, the NE is 

not the kind of book you might find on a self-help book shelf at Dymocks. It is a book of 

Philosophy. Aristotle is not so much interested in tricks or techniques for becoming 

contented with one's life, he is not interested in how to get promoted at work, or in how to 

be more assertive, more self-confident or a better lover. He is interested in the nature of 

what is worth living for, in the way philosophers are interested in things. He wants to 

develop and argue for a general account of the nature of the point of living, and of the 

elements that go into it. So, we should not expect to find advice on how to find the perfect 

life mate in the NE, we should not look for Aristotle's ideas about how to make plenty of 

money for retirement. Rather we can expect to find a definition, for example of eudaemonia, 

virtue and voluntary action, and lots of arguments to support these accounts of the nature of 

these things. 

Aristotle's ethics is focussed on the notion of eudaemonia. It is, he argues, the point of 

living. Eudaemonia is that in the attainment of which, human nature is seen to be best 

exemplified. You would not seek to find the nature of being a rose in the life and behaviours 

of a rose that had been planted in dry cement, retriculated with hydrochloric acid, stuck 

under the stairs. Rather, you would find the nature of being a rose in a healthy rose plant 

that had been planted in loamy soil, retriculated with fresh clean water, in the bright 

sunshine. So too, the nature of being human, the point of human life, is to be found in the 



lives of people in good environments for human beings, whose characteristics, life, attitudes 

and behaviours are good ones for human beings to be and to get up to. The question is, of 

course, what kind of life is that? 

Before continuing to discuss this, for the purposes of UNCC 100, it is worth noting that this 

question requires an essential reference to "the environment"- that is, to the total 

environment in which the individual human being is to lead their life. We noted above that if 

we wanted to help someone understand what kind of thing a rose is, we would not explain it 

by showing them a rose in a bucket of dry cement, retriculated with hydrochloric acid, 

hidden away under the stairs. Rather, we would show them a rose that is doing well in a 

loamy, fertile soil, well watered in the full sunshine. That is, the environment makes a 

difference to how well a thing goes in its life. The point extends to human beings too and 

the kinds of life they are allowed the opportunity to live by their total environment. Of 

course, human life is more complex and subtle than the life of a rose plant. But the point 

remains that if a human being is put into a nasty, violent, abusive and cruel environment, 

this will not bring out the best in them. Since part of the point of living in society is to be able 

to live one's life well in cooperation with others, the fact that such an environment is cruel, 

violent, abusive etc is a grounds for criticising such a society. 
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In contrast, if a human being is put in an environment that is free, supportive, encouraging, 

provides good advice, steers people towards wholesome things, and so on, one has a 

better chance of getting the best out of human beings. Environment makes a difference. A 

very large part of the environment a human being finds themself in is the social, political 

and cultural environment. The politics and social ethics of a society are central to the 

concerns of UNCC100. This is how Aristotle's view of the question "What is the eudaemon 

life?" connects with the concerns of UNCC100. The quality and moral tone of one's social 

environment- its political system, the ethos of its society, its cultural forms and practices- all 

have a bearing on how fully individuals can live well and be examples of human life at its 

best (more precisely, be examples in the range of possibilities for human life at its best). 

Such is Aristotle's perspective on moral philosophy. Aristotle's influence in this regard has 

been felt in the traditions of the major religious traditions of the Monotheistic religions: in 

Christianity, particularly in Catholicism; but also in Judaism. Islam and even, though more 

indirectly, in Hinduism. All these traditions provide the civilizations they have influenced with 



such a perspective: our lives as members of society and the eudaemonia in which we can 

lead our lives are deeply connected. Social arrangements, then, ought to support 

individuals' opportunities to live good lives. UNCC100 discusses the ideas the Catholic 

tradition has put about how society can do this so that people can lead lives in which their 

best is possible as the human beings they are. Let us now return to some specifics of 

Aristotle's discussion of eudaemonia. 

Aristotle first spends some time in NE trying to argue that there is such a point of human 

life, rather than a whole lot of separate things we do, as if life has no unity. Ile points out 

that there are many things we do in life: we make shoes, we light wars, we train horses, we 

grow crops, etc. Each of these we do for some reason. We grow crops to be able to feed 

ourselves. We train horses, say, to race them and try to win. We make shoes in order to 

protect our feet when we walk etc. There is some good served by each of these activities. 

But why should we think that all these goods that these activities serve, in turn serve some 

further good? Just because those activities have some point, why should we think that there 

is something that is the overarching point of all of them? 

Aristotle offers an argument why there is such an overarching point to all the things we do. 

When we look at it in a trimmed down form, it does not look very impressive. We will not 

pause to discuss that version of the argument. To understand Aristotle's real point for 

arguing for an overarching good in human life, first we need some background. 

He points out that some things we do because they are useful for something else. For 

example, noone would want to iron their clothes just for the heck of it. Rather, ironing your 

clothes, if you do it, is something you do for the sake of looking tidy and the like. Looking 

tidy is the point of ironing the clothes. So, some things we do (iron the clothes) for the sake 

of other things. But there are some things which, we might say, we would do anyway. That 

is, we do them not just because they are useful for something else, but for their own sake, 

because, even if they aren't useful for something else, they are worth doing, or are 

enjoyable. And there are things which we do both for the sake of something else they are 

useful for, AND for their own sake. For instance, studying maths can be useful for the 

qualifications it gives you to become a financial guru but also, because it is inherently 

interesting and the theorems of Maths are beautiful. Or again, when you get good at 

exercising, say, running long distances, you will do this both because it is good for your 

cardo-vascular health AND ALSO because it is just satisfying on its own account (ie, even if 



it did not make any more difference to your health)- it is just good to do, end of story. So, 

there are things we do only because they are useful for something else. 
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There are things we do for their own sake, and there are things we do both for their own 

sake and for their usefulness. 

I think we can find in Aristotle, a more or less satisfactory argument for the idea that the 

point of life is eudaemonia, for his view that there is a point to life as a whole. It goes like 

this. 

1. Every activity in human life serves some good, either something else the activity is 

useful for, or the activity itself (is good) or both. 

2. If there is a point to life as a whole, this good that life serves cannot be something 

that serves some further good. 

a. (because, from the point of view of the individual, there is nothing further to life as 

a whole for life as a whole to serve) 

3. Thus, if there is a point to life as a whole, this good must be worthwhile just on its 

own account, end of story. 

4. The principal goods that we pursue in human life are: 

a. The specific things we seek in the many activities of life: health in medicine, 

winning races in training horses, nourishment in raising crops, knowledge in 

study, etc and, 

b. Such general things as "pleasure/fun", "honour", "wealth", and "power", "to have 

led a good life/happiness/eudaemonia". 

5. Every particular activity in human life and the purposes they serve, are either useful 

for something else or both useful for something else and worth doing on their own 

account. 

6. Thus, these particular goods of the specific activities in life, cannot be the point of life 

as a whole. 

7. Many general goods are not suitable or convincing as candidates for the point of life. 

a. "Pleasure/fun" is too insubstantial to be taken seriously as the point of life as a 

whole, and becomes stale with overdoing it. On the other hand, if there is a point 



to life as a whole, it would be shown in the completeness of the pleasantness of 

such a life. 

b. "Honour" (including high reputation) is not convincing either for it is too vulnerable 

to the bad will of others, and anyway, is shallow for people are too often 

convinced by charlatans and sycophants. (The honour of worthy people may be 

worth having.) 

c. "Wealth" is not a serious candidate at all, for money is only a useful good for 

getting other goods. 

d. "Power" is a burden when taken seriously for what it is for: the service of the 

community. This imposes on one great responsibilities, which, if necessary, of 

course, should not be shirked, but this can be the source of great anxiety. 

Moreover, as far as contributing to one's own life is concerned, power is at best a 

useful good, rather than good for its own sake. 

8. Therefore, the only real conclusion, as vague as it might be, can be that the point of 

human life is to live a good life, eudaemonia, to be able to look back on life when one 

is old and be able to say that one would not change it. The life which attains such a 

state would be properly thought of as the most satisfying, most pleasant and most 

deserving of the respect of a worthy person. 
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One last aspect of Aristotle's, and the Classical tradition in Philosophy's, understanding of 

this argument needs to be addressed. We said earlier that to be eudaemon, it is not enough 

just to be satisfied or happy with the life we lead. Thus, there is no guarantee that being 

wealthy, famous, powerful and good looking makes one eudaemon, though one might be 

happy to be so wealthy, famous, powerful and good looking etc. Thus, even if, say, Donald 

Trump smiles clot, enjoys his power, take pleasure in spending his money on extravagant 

buildings or the like, this will not guarantee that he is eudaemon according to the ancient 

Greek philosophers. Why not? Surely being virtuous is not a reliable road to happiness. 

Isn't it better to be happy than to be virtuous if the cost of virtue is misery? 

Fair question and it worried the ancient Greek philosophers. However, the question here is 

what the place of being morally good is in being eudaemon. The discussion is complicated 

and different philosophers take different views of its answer. But Aristotle's answer, 

following Socrates, is clear: being virtuous is required if one is to be eudaemon- without 



being morally good, one can't be eudaemon. Hence, someone like Al Capone (or Donald 

Trump if he isn't virtuous), cannot be eudaemon even if they enjoy their lives and seem very 

happy. But being virtuous is not a guarantee of being eudaemon. For life can do the dirt on 

you in other ways beyond your own control. But it is nevertheless better to be virtuous and 

miserable than happy and morally bad or wicked. His favourite example is Priam of Troy- 

the wise and virtuous king whose eudaemonia is 'rendered rank' because his son, Hector, 

is killed in battle by Achilles, and his corpse is treated sacrilegiously by Achilles when he 

drags it around the battle field each day for weeks, not allowing Priam to bury his son with 

proper honours and respect. The word Aristotle uses for how this affects Priam's 

eudaemonia is the same word in Greek as is used for meat going off or milk turning sour. 

"Spoil" is too weak a word in English for this- Priam's eudaemonia is rendered rank, rotten, 

disgusting in the face of such a dishonour done to the son he loved so deeply and with such 

pride- for Hector himself was also a man of great virtue and wisdom and really didn't 

deserve such treatment by Achilles. So Aristotle doesn't pretend that life can't do the dirt on 

a good person. Yet, Priam is still best to have continued to act virtuously even though his 

life has been ruined like this. Socrates is famous for saying that a good man cannot be 

harmed. I le did not mean that the kind of thing that happened to Priam cannot happen. He 

knew better than that. Rather, he meant that the ultimate victim of evil doing is the doer 

him- or herself. For she becomes one who has done something foul and heinous and no 

amount of pleasure, or wealth, power, fame or reputation can compensate for that. For you 

have to live with yourself. That is worse than being the victim of being someone else's evil 

doing. Aristotle follows Socrates in this point. One's eudaemonia is lost perhaps or rendered 

rank as Priam's was, but one's virtue is a more precious thing to retain than being happy in 

getting even with someone else for their bad behaviour. 

This argument does not prove that all of us live for the sake of being eudaemon ("happy"). 

Rather, it proves that IF there is an overarching point for life, it is to be eudaemon. The 

question whether there is an overarching point to life is one we must answer ourselves. But 

if we answer it in the affirmative, it is hard to see how finding eudaemonia in it is central to 

that point. A life like Priam's might lose its point when something happens to someone he 

loves or something he cherishes as happened to Priam's son Hector. 

So, the brief answer to the question of the place of ethics in Aristotle's picture of the 

eudaemon life, is this: ethically good character is necessary for the eudaemon life; a life of 



ethically oriented civic service can realise eudaemonia; but the intellectual life is the highest 

form of eudaemonia (I have not discussed this here as it takes us too far afield- suffice it to 

say for now that ethical values, according to Aristotle, do not determine 'the great ends of 

life'- the values living for whose sake make life great- this is another topic, however). 
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Ethically good character cannot provide unassailable protection from bad luck, the evil of 

others or soul-crushing misfortune and their devastating effects on our personal 

eudaemonia. So ethically good character is not a guarantee of being eudaemon. But 

without it, you are assured you cannot be eudaemon, no matter how happy you might feel. 

So remaining virtuous when the chips are down and life is doing the dirt on your is, in a 

sense, necessary. There is no real alternative so far as living a human life is concerned. 

End of reading. 
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