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PREFACE

Hunting for Happiness

he discovery and development of philosophy are part of
man’s larger search for happiness. As man was hunting for
happiness, he found philosophy. Most of human ingenuity and
energy was originally directed toward removing the obstacles
to happiness: for example, the arts of hunting and agriculture
were developed to alleviate hunger; the art of housebuilding was
developed to alleviate the suffering associated with excessive
heat and cold; various martial arts and weapons were developed
to protect against violence from animals and other men; and
medicine was developed to cure illness. But once these arts had
been developed, and man had time for leisure, it became apparent
that there exists in man a more fundamental desire than food,
clothing, and bodily health. It is a desire not merely to avoid evil
but a desire for some positive good, and it is a desire for a positive
good that is not merely instrumental to something else (such as
practical knowledge) but a good desired for its own sake. Aristotle
expressed this desire simply in the statement, “All men by nature
desire to know.™
It may seem strange that happiness should have much to do with
knowledge. After all, very few men dedicate real effort and time to

U Aristotle, Metaphysics, Bk. 1, Part I (hereinafter Metaphysics).
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searching for knowledge. And what knowledge they do search for
tends to be practical in nature—that is, it is for the sake of making
or doing things. And yet, it is an indisputable fact of history that
once the chief practical arts had been established and the needs of
the body provided for, men naturally turned to philosophy in their
leisure time. Aristotle recounts that “after all such arts had been
developed, those sciences were pursued which are sought neither
for the sake of pleasure nor necessity. This happened in places
where men had leisure. Hence the mathematical arts originated in
Egypt where the priestly class was permitted leisure.” And again,
“When nearly all the things necessary for life, leisure and learning
were acquired, this kind of prudence began to be sought.” But,
if this is so, how do we account for the fact that so few people
consider knowledge to be essential for happiness?

This question is like the question: Why do so few children prefer
a high-paying job or an excellent education to ice cream? First,
since the goods of the body are better known than the goods of
the soul, it is natural that men should seek to provide for the goods
of the body first. Second, happiness is not found in the possession
and exercise of just any knowledge but in the best knowledge.
And this is very difficult to achieve. Just as it would be impossible
tor a child to perform well at a high paying job or receive an
excellent education all at once, it would be impossible for someone
to acquire and use the knowledge needed for happiness without
first passing through years of experience and study. Finally, notice
that Aristotle did not say all men by nature desire to come fo know
but rather that all men by nature desire to know. Samuel Johnson,
after seeing a famous landmark in Ireland, famously quipped that

> Metaphysics, 981b22-24; independent confirmation of the leisure afforded
the priestly class in Egypt is found in Genesis 47:22.
> Metaphysics, 982b22-23.

viii
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it was “worth seeing . . . but not worth going to see.”™ There is
a similar relationship between knowing and coming to know.
Coming to know can be arduous and even painful. But if you
asked the man on the street whether he would like to know some
important truth if it took no effort, I suppose nearly everyone
would say yes. But as it is, because many obstacles stand in the way
of possessing knowledge, there are few who seek it.

So philosophy is near the end of man’s search for happiness.
But even within philosophy itself, there is an order of discovery
that naturally arises from the search for happiness. We want to
know the supreme good of man. But to know that, we need to
know what man is, and since man is a natural being, we need to
know what nature is. So philosophers began to examine nature.
But once these things had been worked out in outline, it became
clear that the nature of man is difficult to know, that it is even
difficult to know about the existence and nature of the soul, and
that the highest perfection of the human soul, wisdom, is even
more difficult to know. Therefore, it was necessary to develop one
final art, logic, which assists us in coming to know difhicult truths
well. Plato’s Socrates seems to have been the first to acknowledge
aneed for an “art about arguments” in the Phaedo, precisely as he is
searching to discover the existence and nature of the human soul.

'The order of discovery in philosophy is almost inverse to the
order in which philosophy should be learned. First, students
should study logic, which is the art that treats of acquiring the
good of speculative reason: truth. Therefore, since every science
searches for truth, logic teaches how to proceed correctly in every
science. Second, they should study mathematics, which among
the sciences is the easiest in which to find certitude; there is

* James Boswell, Tbe Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D. (1791).
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much agreement in this part of philosophy. Third, they should
study natural things (natural philosophy). Fourth, among natural
things, they should focus their study on living things, especially
man (the study of the soul). Fifth, once they know accurately the
nature of man and the various powers and perfections of the soul,
they should study the good for man (ethics). And since man’s
supreme good consists in knowing things better than himself,
the philosopher should study the first causes of all being (wisdom
or metaphysics) last.’ For the very exercise of knowing these
things higher than man is the happiness that man desires. That
is, natural happiness consists in contemplating the truths that are
the conclusions of metaphysics.

Because this is only an introduction to philosophy, this text
will not consider the last part of philosophy (metaphysics). Such
a consideration belongs not to the beginning student but to an
advanced student. Moreover, because the science of mathematics is
widely taught and much easier than the other parts of philosophy,
this text will not consider that part of philosophy either. Perhaps
the best elementary treatment of mathematics, according to its
proper method, can be found in Euclid’s Elements.

Finally, this text will not proceed in a primarily historical
method, as is typical in most introductions to philosophy. The
order of history in philosophy is not necessarily a progression from
ignorance to knowledge or error to truth. It is quite possible for an
earlier philosopher to know more than a later one. Nor is the order
of history necessarily the best order for the beginning student to
follow if he is in search of truth. This text does not seek to inform
the student about the positions taken by various philosophers

> 'This order of study is laid out by St. Thomas Aquinas at the beginning of
his Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and at the beginning of his
Commentary on the Book of Causes.
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but rather to lay out the method best suited to human nature of
coming to understand the order among the ultimate causes of
reality. We study the Pythagorean Theorem not to know that
Pythagoras thought, but because it is true and worth knowing.
And it would be worthwhile to study the same theorem even
if it was discovered by Frankie Watkins. In philosophy, we are
not so much concerned with who discovered some truth as with
the truth itself and the reasons why it can be known. So while
much of what is found in this text will be truths discovered by
Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas, they stand on their own and
do not rely upon the authority of those who first discovered and
presented them.

Xi






INTRODUCTION

The Art of Living Well

his fourth volume of 7he Foundations of Wisdom is dedicated to

the study of ethics: the art of acting or living well. As we begin
this last volume, it is good to look back upon what we have done
so far and see how it has prepared us for the study of ethics. Recall
that in the first volume (logic), we distinguished between practical
and speculative knowledge. Practical knowledge is about an order
that reason puts into things, while speculative knowledge is about
an order that reason discovers in things. Recall, too, that the order
reason puts into things depends upon the order reason discovers
in things. For example, to put the form of a skyscraper into some
material presupposes I have come to know the properties of some
material capable of bearing such heavy weight (steel will do, but
wood will not).

‘Two important truths follow from ethics being an art, i.e., a
practical science. First, ethics is ordered to making or doing.
The things we will study in ethics are not known simply for
their own sake, any more than the recipes in a cookbook or the
numbers in a phone book are to be known for their own sake.
'The knowledge you acquire from studying ethics must be used
and applied to ordering your actions (specifically, your choices).
Just knowing these truths will not make you good. Second, the
order that reason puts into human acts depends upon an order that
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reason discovers, namely the order discovered in human nature
and especially in the soul. This is why we studied the human soul
before studying ethics. And since the human soul is a natural,
substantial form, we had to study natural philosophy before
studying the soul. And since the common road to follow in any
science is determined by logic, it was necessary to study logic first.
(Imagine, for example, trying to define the soul without having
studied the art of defining.) So, looking back, we can see why we
had to study these subjects in the order we did.

We saw in natural philosophy that every agent acts for an end,
for some goal. (Remember that an agent cause is a moving cause,
and there is no such thing as motion in no direction, so every
agent must act toward some goal or direction). Human agents
are no exception. All of our actions are for the sake of some goal.
'This becomes obvious from induction as well. Why did I pick up
my philosophy book before class? So I could read it in class. Why
did I pick up a plate and a fork and a knife in the lunch line? So 1
would have something on which to put my food and something
with which to eat it. So all of our actions are for the sake of some
end. And an action is judged to be better or worse based on how
well that action actually brings someone to that intended end.
If my end is to hit a baseball, and my action involves holding
the bat on the wrong end or with my teeth or standing with my
back to the pitcher, then that action is not a very good way of
achieving my end.

Now, since ethics is the art of acting or living well, it is not
concerned with just any limited end but with the ultimate goal or
end of human life: the purpose of life. Therefore, ethics first will
be concerned about identifying the ultimate end or ends of human
life and then about determining the best or right means to that
end. When all is said and done, the aim of ethics is to make you
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into a good man, not a good doctor, a good lawyer, or even a good
philosopher, but a good man. So we can refine our definition of
ethics as the art of acting in such a way as to best achieve the ultimate

purpose of human life. With this in mind, let us begin.






CHAPTER 1

The Meaning of Life

t someone were to ask you why are you doing what you are
doing right now, what would you answer? (“Why,” for example,
“are you sitting in a classroom reading a philosophy book?”)
One student might say, “Because I like studying philosophy.”
Another might answer, “Because I have to be here.” Still another
might respond, “Because I want to get a good grade.” All of
these are proximate reasons for making choices, but they are

not the ultimate reason why you are doing what you are doing.
Let us take the example of the student who wants to get a

good grade.

Wise Teacher: Why do you want good grades?

Joe Student: Because I want to get into a good college.
Wise Teacher: And why do you want to get into a
good college?

Joe Student: To get a good job.

Wise Teacher: And why do you want to get
a good job?

Joe Student: To make lots of money.

Wise Teacher: And why do you want to make

lots of money?
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Joe Student: [Feeling a little frustrated and thinking
to himself, Isn’ it obvious why I want to make a bunch
of money?! Everyone wants a bunch of money!] Why do
I want a bunch of money?! Because it gives me the
treedom to do whatever I want!

Wise Teacher: And why do you want to be able to do
whatever you want?

Joe Student: Because I want to be happy, okay!
Wise Teacher: Finally, we have reached the ultimate
reason: happiness. Everything you do, you do because
you want to be happy. And if you found out that
making lots of money would not make you happy
but rather unhappy, would you still choose to make
a lot of money?

Joe Student: I guess not . . . but it wi// make me happy!
Wise Teacher: That remains to be seen. To know
whether that is true or not, you have to know what
happiness is. So can you tell me: What is happiness?
Joe Student: Ummm . . . [crickets] . . .

Wise Teacher: So you're telling me that the whole
purpose of your life is to be happy, but you have no
idea what happiness is? Doesn’t that seem like a
bad thing to you? What if I told you I was going to
Lockport, but I had no idea where it is and no map
that showed me how to get there, and I simply got up,
went to my car, and started driving. Don’t you think
that would be foolish?

Joe Student: I guess it would be pretty foolish. So if 1
want to know how to become happy, then I will have
to find out what happiness is first.
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Wise Teacher: That’s right. And you can do that by
trusting someone who already knows what happiness
is and following his directions; or even better, you
can discover for yourself what happiness is and
then go there.

We can see from this dialogue that the first task of ethics is to
define happiness, and not just with a nominal definition, so we
know what the name means, but with a definition that corresponds
to something in reality that can be the goal of our choices and
actions. Like the definition of the soul, this will be a difficult task
but one we can accomplish with some perseverance and careful
thought. There is, perhaps, no more important and worthwhile
definition you will ever find in your life than the definition of
happiness, so it will be more than worth the effort!

As usual, it will be best to start with a nominal definition
of happiness and move from there to an essential definition of
happiness. Since it is human happiness we are looking for and
not dog or fish happiness (if there are such things), the essential
definition of happiness will be determined by the truth about what
perfects and fulfills human nature. So we will have to make use
not only of logic but also of the things we have learned in natural

philosophy and the study of the soul.

A Nominal Definition of Happiness

One nominal definition of happiness that we can start with is “that
good for the sake of which everything else is chosen.” Happiness is
a good, and we choose every other good for its sake. So if we can
find something that fits that description, we have found happiness.
Another nominal definition of happiness is “the good that, by
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itself, totally satisfies all our desires.” If something makes us
happy, then we do not need anything else. So happiness must be
a good that suffices to fulfill our desires by itself. Using these two
descriptions as a starting point, we can better hunt for happiness.

Summary
» While there are many proximate reasons for our choices,
there must be some ultimate reason, and we call this
ultimate reason happiness.

* Since it is difficult or impossible to arrive at a destination
without knowing where it is, and since happiness is the
ultimate destination of our choices, it is most important in
ethics that we discover a definition of happiness.

* There are many nominal definitions of happiness, including
“that good for the sake of which everything else is chosen,”
and “the good that, by itself, totally satisfies all our desires.”

¢ Sometimes it helps to have many nominal definitions of a thing to better

understand it. Something similar happens in the five proofs for God’s existence
given by St. Thomas Aquinas, where five different nominal definitions of God
are used, each one as the beginning of a demonstration.
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Introduction to This Study Guide

THIS 1 A STUDY GUIDE to accompany volume 4 of The Foundations of Wisdom. An Introduction to the
Perennial Philosophy (Ethics). In this study guide, I will explain the overall structure of volume 4 and
how to read its text. I will also include essential, chapter-by-chapter questions you should be asking
and answering as you read through the material. The answers to these questions are not all found
explicitly in the text itself (though some are). The purpose of these questions is not only to help the
student read the material carefully and to memorize or repeat information found in it but also to

think about things implied by or related to the teaching in the text.

Logic, Natural Philosophy, and the Study of the Soul as Prerequisites to Ethics

If you are studying philosophy correctly, you must follow the right road, the right order of study, as
you investigate each part of philosophy. This was something recognized by the greatest of the ancient
philosophers, e.g., Plato and Aristotle, as well as by other great thinkers throughout the ages. St.
Thomas Aquinas teaches that the study of ethics presupposes the study of natural things and the
soul, which in turn presupposes the study of logic.! We can see the truth of this assertion in a general
way even before having studied ethics in detail. For example, since ethics is about the good of man
(it is the art of making a man into a good man), it is necessary to know in a distinct way what man is
before determining what is good for man, just as a doctor must know what an eye is before knowing
what is good for an eye. The study of the soul, and especially the human soul, provides a much more
distinct knowledge of human nature and the powers and abilities of human nature that the virtues
perfect. And as we have already seen from the previous study guide, the study of the soul presupposes
logic and natural philosophy. So, if you have not yet studied logic, natural philosophy, and the study
of the soul, you should lay this book aside and study those subjects well before taking up this book
again. One way to do this is to start at the beginning of this series since the previous three volumes

consider logic, natural philosophy, and the study of the soul respectively.

The Dispositions of the Student of Ethics

'The fact that ethics presupposes so many other sciences naturally leads to the question: How old
should someone be in order to profit from the study of ethics? Aristotle famously asserted that the
young are not good students of ethics.? Mathematics can easily be learned by the young, and even
logic and something of the natural sciences can be studied with some profit by students in their late

teens. But ethics poses some particular problems for the young. Not only does ethics presuppose a

' See his Commentary on the Book of Causes, prooemium and his Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. V1,
lect. 7, n.17; also see his commentary on Boethius’ De T¥initate, Part 3, q. 5, a. 1, ag. 10.

2 See Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. 1, ch. 3.
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tundamental grasp of logic, natural philosophy, and the study of the soul, but it also requires the
experience of acquiring moral habits as well as freedom from unruly emotions. Such dispositions are
not usually found in the young, at least not without supernatural help. In my experience as a teacher,
however, I have found that morally well-formed students in their late teens (at the end of high school
or the beginning of college) do profit in some degree from the study of ethics. This is because the
general principles of ethics can be grasped by students of this age and also because many of the more
particular principles make sense or seem probable to morally well-formed students. Nevertheless,
students of this age should be encouraged to return to the study of ethics when they advance in age,

virtue, and experience.

The Need for a Teacher

In the three previous study guides, I touched upon the need for a teacher in philosophy or in any
difficult matter. Ethics is no exception. There are many difficult questions raised in ethics, such as
“What is happiness?” and “Is it possible for someone to become happy through his own efforts?”
Since ethics is among things difficult to learn and requires much experience, it cannot be learned
well simply from a book. There are so many questions that ethics raises that no book could adequately
consider all of them without becoming too large. No book can answer questions the way a teacher
can, and so no book, by itself, is sufficient as a guide for the life of the mind. But beyond the difhiculty
of the subject matter, something common to all of philosophy, there is a special reason why ethics
requires a teacher. In the moral life, we need not only an intellectual guide to show us what is true but
also a moral guide to give an example of how to act well in particular circumstances. The need for a
moral guide is something I will take up in greater detail later. Sufhice it to say, I strongly recommend
that you not only read this book on ethics (together with this study guide) but also that you try to

find a teacher who already knows this subject matter well and who lives according to what he knows.

The Overall Plan of the Ethics Text

After a brief introduction, the text is divided into three parts. The first part is about happiness as the
target of ethics (chapters 1-4). The second part is about the means to arrive at happiness, especially
virtue (chapters 5-8). The third part is about happiness as something made possible by means of
acquired virtues and education (chapter 9).

'The four chapters on happiness as the target of ethics begin with some nominal definitions of
happiness in chapter 1, followed by a negative approach to understanding what happiness is by
ruling out the usual suspects for happiness (wealth, power, pleasure, etc.) in chapter 2. Chapter 3
formulates a positive definition of happiness, beginning with the nominal definitions of happiness
and arriving at an essential definition of happiness, which includes an account of the causes of
happiness. Finally, chapter 4 seeks to confirm that the definition of happiness found in chapter 3

conforms to our CXpCI'iCIlCC.
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'The four chapters on the means to happiness begin with a consideration of the nature of virtue
and some instructions on how to acquire and grow in virtue (chapter 5). Next, chapters 6 and 7
consider some principles and causes of the virtues, namely, choice and the other human acts that
cause virtue or vice, as well as the natural law, which is the measure that reason uses to determine
whether particular human actions are good or bad. Finally, chapter 8 considers friendship as a kind
of perfection following from virtue and as a prerequisite to happiness.

'The last chapter (chapter 9) focuses on education as a privileged road to happiness. Here, education
is taken in the broad sense of leading someone to the perfection of both the intellectual and
moral virtues.

The text also includes two appendices, including a list of definitions (reproduced below for the

convenience of the reader) and a text that includes more detailed teaching on civic and family life.

Using Supplementary Texts

Some chapters refer the student to supplementary texts in the footnotes (and, in one case, to the
appendix). These texts include the original texts of great thinkers as well as texts by modern authors.
Depending upon the abilities of the teacher and students, as well as upon the time you have to
complete the course, these supplementary texts can be very helpful in examining a subject in greater
detail. If the teacher is very knowledgeable and familiar with the supplementary text, and the
students are more advanced, these texts will be very helpful in increasing the student’s knowledge
of ethics. However, the course can be completed without reading the supplementary texts. They are

options for those who desire to use them.

How Much Reading and Study Time Should be Devoted to Each Part?

The time needed to cover the materials in this book is the sum of the time it takes to read the book
and cover the material in class. The amount of time it should take a student to read the book carefully
is approximately 10-15 hours. The amount of class time to cover the contents of this book should
total somewhere between 30—45 hours. So a student should expect that the total amount of time
necessary to cover the entire contents of the ethics book with this accompanying study guide will
be between 40 and 60 hours.

As a ballpark figure, chapters 1-4 should take approximately 15-25 hours to read and discuss;
chapters 5-8 should take approximately 15-30 hours to read and discuss; and chapter 9 should take
approximately 5-10 hours to read and discuss (the 10-hour estimate includes a consideration of the
supplementary texts).

These are simply estimates based on my experience teaching this material. There may be reasons or
circumstances why a particular student might use significantly more time than what is recommended,
but it would be unusual that a student would need significantly less time than the 40 hours

recommended here.

INTRODUCTION TO THIS STUDY GUIDE 3



Ethics:
Happiness

(nominal):

Happiness
(essential):
Moral Virtue:

Choice:

Temperance:

Fortitude:

Justice:

Prudence:

Art:

Understanding:

Science:

Definitions for Ethics

The art of acting in such a way as to best achieve the ultimate purpose of

human life.

'The perfect (or ultimate) good of a rational being.
Or: That good for the sake of which everything is chosen and which is never
chosen for the sake of anything else.

Or: That good that totally satisfies all desires.

'The activity of contemplating God by means of virtue.

A habit of choosing in the mean, according to reason and relative to us, as the

prudent man would do.

A voluntary act as a result of deliberation, which determines the will to a single

good means immediately within its power.

'The virtue of the concupiscible appetite that firmly inclines one to choose in
the mean with regard to the pleasures of touch and taste so as to moderate the

acts of nutrition and reproduction.

'The virtue of the irascible appetite that firmly inclines one to choose in the mean
with regard to fear and daring so as to strengthen one to persevere, especially

in contests in which there is danger of death.

'The virtue of the will that firmly inclines one to render to each person what is

their due.
Right reason about the things to be done (i.e., means to be chosen).
Right reason about things to be made.

'The virtue of the mind by which the immediate and universal propositions are

firmly grasped.

'The virtue of the mind by which the universal and necessary conclusions drawn

from first, immediate propositions are firmly grasped.

4 THE FOUNDATIONS OF WISDOM: ETHICS



Wisdom: 'The virtue of the mind by which one grasps the first and most universal causes

of things and by which one judges all science and understanding.

Friendship: A mutual and affective love between two persons that is recognized by both

and founded upon some shared good.

Pleasure: An act of an appetitive power that perfects the appetite as rest in a fitting good

that is possessed.

DEFINITIONS FOR ETHICS 5



Introduction: The Art of Living Well
Chapter 1: The Meaning of Life

What to Look for in the Introduction and Chapter 1
Try to understand the relationship between ethics and the other sciences discussed in the introduction.
Also, try to understand why the first task of ethics is to find the definition of happiness and why the

nominal definitions of happiness provided in the text correspond to how we use the word “happiness.”

Summary of the Introduction and Chapter 1

'The introduction links the previous books with this one. To this end, the introduction identifies the
place of ethics within the whole body of knowledge and shows from this that ethics presupposes
logic, natural philosophy, and the study of the soul to be done well.

'The first chapter begins with a consideration of the ultimate aim of human choices and actions. By
way of a dialogue, it manifests that the name we give to this ultimate goal is happiness. The dialogue
goes on to show that the first thing we need to do in ethics is to define happiness and to determine
if there is some real thing or real things corresponding to the name happiness. That is, we must
begin with a nominal definition of happiness and then, if possible, arrive at an essential definition

of happiness. Finally, some nominal definitions of happiness are proposed at the end of chapter 1.

Questions about the Introduction and Chapter 1
Why could someone not begin ethics without studying logic, natural philosophy, and the soul?

How is ethics different from other practical arts like logic and medicine?
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Why could someone not live a good life by only aiming at proximate goods that he could get in the

here and now rather than trying to determine some ultimate good like happiness?

Why would knowing what happiness is give an advantage to someone seeking to live a good life or

to become happy?

Are living a good life and being happy the same thing?

Does the fact that almost everyone agrees that happiness is the ultimate thing everyone is looking

for guarantee that happiness is possible for anyone?
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Does the definition of happiness make clear from the beginning that every human being will find

happiness in the same thing?

Why are many nominal definitions of happiness provided in the text instead of just one? Does this

imply that there are many kinds of happiness?
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