
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Een albeheersend streven. Zeven filosofen over het menselijk geluksverlangen

Dijkhuis, J.J.G.

Publication date
1999

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Dijkhuis, J. J. G. (1999). Een albeheersend streven. Zeven filosofen over het menselijk
geluksverlangen. [, Universiteit van Amsterdam]. Sahara.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/een-albeheersend-streven-zeven-filosofen-over-het-menselijk-geluksverlangen(ab7fa1d8-3da5-46b9-bb2e-8f93be21a711).html


SUMMARY 

From as early as the fifth century before Christ until well into the nineteenth 
century, all philosophical conceptions of mankind employ the same undisputed 
point of departure, that man possesses a natural desire for happiness and that this is 
the underlying motive for all his actions. In that sense, happiness is the ultimate 
good or summum bonum, a goal that, once achieved, leaves nothing more to be 
desired. The fact that Aristotle called his assertion of happiness as the ultimate good 
a cliché (fîV1097b20) means that not only the philosophers embraced this concept. 

Proceeding from the idea that all mankind desires happiness, philosophy has set 
itself the practical task of showing man how he can best achieve it. As a rule, 
historical surveys of philosophy primarily address this question of 'how'. 
Philosophers are then distinguished from each other on the basis of their concepts of 
what constitutes 'real' happiness and how it can be achieved. This gives rise to a 
kaleidoscopic image, in which the shattered and many-coloured picture emphasizes 
the differences between philosophers. Philosophers themselves, while singing the 
praises of 'real' happiness, often refer to the pluralism, or even the relativism, of 
concepts of happiness. The inherent vagueness of the concept 'happiness' permits an 
unending variety of interpretations. Aristotle already makes this clear in his Ethica 
Nicomachea: the mass and the cultured elite incontrovertibly agree that happiness is 
the ultimate good but they dispute the basic definition of happiness. 

All these practical intepretations of the quest for happiness, which relate to the 
question of how man can be happy, take for granted that he strives for happiness. 
Sometimes the philosophers seem to take this quest for granted. It does not, 
however, befit philosophers to dwell on things which can be take for granted and a 
closer look reveals that they are, in fact, not doing this. Much philosophical analysis 
and reflection has dealt with the essence of the quest for happiness, separate from 
any further interpretation. Why does man actually strive for 'happiness'? Where 
does his quest originate? What are the characteristics making his quest possible. 
How is the personal nature of this quest defined when distinguished from all other 
general motives of man? 

These questions serve as the guiding principle of this book. What I am dealing 
with is the conceptions of seven different philosophers (referred to in brief as 'the 
philosophers') about the general quest for happiness, thus before the concrete 
interpretation of that quest. The discipline of philosophy from which the questions 
are posed is not primarily that to which this theme has ascribed through the ages, 
thus not ethics or moral philosophy, in the broadest sense (remember that Aristotle 
begins his ethical writings with a treatise about happiness). These questions belong 
to the terrain of philosophical anthropology, because they concern a quest deemed 
to be of vital importance to mankind. 

In the chapters of this book dedicated to the different philosophers, my objective is 
to address the shared point of departure that all man's activities are ultimately 
directed toward the goal of happiness. I will make this point central to the 
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individual's philosophy by systematically organizing, putting into context within the 
whole and integrating into the general conception of philosophical anthropology, 
because they concern a quest deemed of vital importance to mankind. 

In the chapters of this book dedicated to the different philosophers, my objective is 
to address the shared point of departure that all man's activities are ultimately 
directed toward the goal of happiness. I will make this point central to the 
individual's philosophy by systematically organizing, putting into context within the 
whole and integrating into the general conception of philosophical anthropology the 
statements and passages on this theme which are scattered throughout their works. 
That they have not consistently done this themselves, either because their priorities 
lay in the practical sphere or perhaps because they deemed the quest for happiness to 
be obvious, can explain why historical and systematic surveys of their works do no 
elucidate this theme adequately. This in spite of the crucial importance given to it by 
the philosophers themselves. My objective has been to put this to rights and reclaim 
the central position it deserves for the quest for happiness. 

In doing this, I cannot avoid mentioning the philosopher's own concepts of 'true' 
happiness. In their own eyes, these are not purely subjective but are founded on an 
image of man deemed to be 'objective'. Take Aristotle, for example: to him, 
philosophical contemplation is not only the pinnacle of happiness but also the 
activity indulged in by the 'most elevated' element of the human soul. Consequently, 
the philosophers' ideals of happiness also form part and parcel of the philosophical 
anthropology. 

It then becomes difficult to separate 'fact' from 'truth', to draw the boundary line 
between the domains of philosophical anthropology and ethics. Because the 
philosophers themselves continue to connect the theme of 'happiness' with the 
theme of 'good and bad', practice has proven that it is almost impossible to 
completely separate the two domains from one another (even in the case of Kant, 
the first to attempt a radical separation). 

No matter how much the philosophers differ in their assessments of the ideal 
interpretation of the quest for happiness, so many similarities occur in their notions 
of the nature and origin of this quest that it is possible to speak of a 'tradition'. They 
share a point of departure in defining the quest for happiness as a natural 
mainspring of man and the ultimate mainspring behind all his actions. This ensures 
the fundamental coherence of this tradition. But similarities are also to be found in 
the way the domains important to determining the quest for happiness are ordered 
and arranged in the world: the ordering of living beings, of mainsprings of mankind, 
of the stages of history. Differences can also be found; if this were not so one sole 
philosopher would suffice for this book. Tradition and renewal go hand in hand. 
This tradition has both a beginning and an end: it begins with Plato and Aristotie 
and the end comes when Kant and Schopenhauer undermine it from within. I have 
sought out both the similarities and the differences within this tradition and, once 
found, attempted to present them here systematically, within the context of the 
general views of both mankind and of the world held by the philosophers in 
question. 
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The first and most general assumption of the theory of happiness is that man 
strives for happiness in his capacity as a creature of reason. This implies that animals 
do not strive for happiness. Should the philosophers allude to the 'happiness' of 
animals from time to time, they mean something else than the happiness longed for 
by mankind. Most of the philosophers whom I have dealt with believe that there are 
other creatures of reason in addition to man - God, the gods, angels - who strive for 
happiness just as man does or who always exist in a state of happiness. Man's quest 
for happiness proves that he is actually related to these other beings. 

But also in the purely worldly sphere, reason plays a determinant role in the quest 
for happiness. While it remains possible to speak of a 'moment of happiness', all the 
philosophers view happiness as a permanent condition of pleasure or well being. 
This is the reason why animals cannot strive for happiness. The simple fact of 
striving implies ability to project into the future and thus falls under the control of a 
contriving, calculating, carefully planning reasoning ability. Man, in striving for 
happiness, is designing a scheme into which his life will fit. This implies another 
quality of reason, and that is freedom of choice, because the intended scheme is built 
upon someone's prior concept of what a happy life includes. This quest for 
happiness goes hand in hand with an individual self-awareness, an awareness of a 
separate path through life which can be 'filled in' at one's own initiative and through 
one's own power. 

Thus a separate level or domain of life is delineated, above the 'animal' level, in 
which self-preservation and reproduction are the main tasks to be fulfilled. This 
distinction of domains is covered by Aristotle's concept pair zèn and eu zèn, life and 
good life, in which he makes eu zèn synonymous with 'happiness' (eudaimonia). 
The scope of the difficulty of establishing a boundary between both domains in 
practice is apparent from the philosophers' statements that many people seek 
happiness almost exclusively in pleasures which satisfy the primary life urges. 
Despite this difficulty, the distinction is of essential importance for the theory of 
happiness. 

The fact that the quest for happiness depends on reason is so important that I have 
used it as the base of my investigation. Philosophers generally think of reason as a 
capacity that is not to be had ready-made, but that must first be gradually developed. 
Newly born children lack the capacity to reason, and it is only with the awakening 
of their reason that they begin to strive for happiness. But that is also true for the 
level of mankind as a whole. There is not a single philosopher who views mankind 
as a ready-made creation. This means that the quest for happiness, being a product 
of reason, is an historical phenomenon and the general statement that all people 
strive for happiness must be corrected. 

A deeper look at the issue shows that we are dealing with two approaches to 
happiness, one which is timeless and one which is historical. They can both be 
found in the thoughts of all the philosophers considered in this books, although the 
second approach is less specifically stated than the first. General statements about 
the quest for happiness rooted in philosophical anthropology tend to be put into 
perspective by the philosophers themselves, by locating them in history. These 
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statements allude then to a certain sort of person, living in certain historical and 
societal circumstances. My investigation does not gloss over the two approaches, as 
is often done, but rather accentuates them by splitting each chapter mto two parts. 
In the first part, the tone implies that it is possible to speak of man as a timeless 
entity; the second lets go of this illusion by making use of the passages that serve to 
form the building blocks of an historical theory of happiness. 

In the historical theory, stages can be distinguished in how the philosophers 
organize their thoughts about the quest for happiness. The first stage is that of 
familial society in which people limit themselves in their quest to goals imposed on 
them by nature by virtue of their being members of the animal kingdom: sel-
preservation and preservation of the sort. In this stage, people can be 'happy' m a 
certain way, as is apparent from continually recurring concepts of a Golden Age, but 
they are not at this point actively striving for happiness in a state of full personal 
awareness. This individual striving only becomes possible in the next stage m which 
a citizens' or a civil society has come into being and is being maintained by some 
form of government. This is also the society to which the philosophers belong and 
which they have in mind when they generalize about 'man' and his quest. 

The philosophers do not see the existing society as a final product, but rather as an 
interim phase on the way to a better society. This ultimate society is one m which 
the best possible forms of happiness are fostered while the existmg shortcomings -
particularly the antisocial factors and the rivalry among citizens striving for their 
own individual happiness - whill have all but disappeared or, at the very least, will 
have been significantly reduced. It is precisely this sketch of the 'Utopian' situation 
that shows us what the philosophers themselves deemed ideal happiness. 
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