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Aristotle is the first philosopher on record to subject the meaning of life to 
systematic philosophical examination: he approaches the issue from logical, 
psychological, biological. and anthropological perspectives in some •of the 
oentral passages in the Corptis Arisrotelicum' and, it turns out, in some frag• 
ments from his (lost) early popular work the Protreprims (Exhortation to 
Pltilosophy).i In the present cont.ext I can do little more 1han call attention to 
these tex1s and auempt to offer a coherent interpretation of them, without 
being able to enter into the usual controversies, many of them centuries and 
some millennia old. 

From an Aristotelian perspective, in asking about life's '·meaning," we may 
be asking either a theoretical q11estion about the definition of the term life 
(and this either generically or with specific reference to human life). or a 
practical qu~tion about the final end or purp1,xe of life ( or human life). 
Aristotle carefully considered both questions, and in his view answering the 
theoretical question is 1he key to answering the practical question. Thus my 
plao is as follows. After e,amining a network of texts that show Aristotle's 
theoretical definition of life, I will discuss the practical implication he 
draws from his answer in the ethical works and the Protrepricus. A single 
continuou,; fragment of the Pmtrepticux begins with the premise ~the word 
'life' appears to have a double meaning" and concludes: "therefore, li>-ing 
with pleasure and enjoyment belong truly, either only or most of all, to the 
philosoplters ... ) This view, as extreme and rebarbative as it may =m at first 
glance, is maimained in Aristotle's ethical works. 

In Aristotl~'s naturalistic view. all living things, including plants, animals, 
human beings, and even gods, may be rank-ordered acoording to their erga or 
functions, which are determined by a consideration of the generic features of 
their form of life and specific featu,es of their way of life. Human beings can 
reflect on the meaning of their own lives in an Aristotelian way by teffec1ing 
on the capabilities that all living things possess, on the unique c.ipabilities of 
their own species, and on the specific way that those capabilities may be 
employed in their own lives. These rtOections aim 10 determine not just the 
theoretical meaning of "life" but also the practical means of ''living well" and 
finding "1he good life." To state Aristotle's position as briefly as possible: 
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living means actively engaging one or more vital capabilities (nutrition, sensa ­
tion, movement, intellect), and living as a human specifically means engaging 
in intellectual activity. Thus the ultimate meaning of life, for humans, is 
engagement in in1ellec1ual activity. 

Aristetle uses a pair of Gceek terms that are commonly translated into 
English as "life": z6e and bios, from which we get the terms "zoology" and 
"biology." Although he frequently uses them interchangeably, we may dis1in­
guish Aristotle's technical uses of them. Z//1, "life, or living," is defined by the 
capabilities that any living natural kind possesses by definition, the activities 
that are sufficient for a thing's survival as a thing o f that kind: nutrition and 
reproduction (for plants), sen5ation and self-movement (for animals), and 
reason and intellect (for humans and gods). Bios, which is often better traM­
lated as "way of life," rcfors to the mode of existence employed by a living 
kind within its ecological niche: e.g. the solitary or gregarious ways of life 
possible for land-animals, or the banausic or philosophical ways of life pos­
sible for human beings. The "meaning of life" <:.1n acoordingly be c.letennine<l 
relative to both a generic natural kind and to an individual specimen, that is. 
both by generic vital capabilities, and by the specific ways that an individual 
exercises its vital capacities. 

Let us be1,-in with zoe.. In the Topics. a treatise on the logic and strategy of 
dialectical reasoning. Aristotle discusses the meaning of the term in order to 
illustrate a potential problem in the construction of definitions: things which 
have the same name and definition arc named "synonymously," while things 
which have the same name but different definitions are named "homo­
noniously. ~ If then there are things homonomously named "living," a given 
definition of zoc would fail to apply to one of the thing• called by that name. 
As an example, Aristotle cites Dionysius· definition of life. 

This happened also in 1he case of Oiouysius' definition of the term living 
(zoe): •'movement sustaining a kind of congenital nutrition." 1°or this definition 
applies not more to the animals (:6i11is) than ii does to the plant~ Bui the 
term living (<oe") seems to be said nol in accordance with a single form. rather 
one exists for the animals (z6iois) and another for the plants. At the same 
time. it is possible also to deliberalely frame the defini1ion in this way and to 
speak in accordance with a single form of every living thing (ziib). 

(VI. 10.148a23- 33) 

The problem with Dionysius' definition of zoe is the following. The cognate 
term zoion means both "living being" and "animal." It can be used 10 refer 10 
any living thing, including a plant (and also to a figure or image of a living 
thing4

), but is commonly used in a narrower sense with referenoe only to 
"animals,'' for example, !torses, apes, or humans. Now if one were to accept 
Dionysius' definition of zoe, but intend to speak about z(iion in the usual 
restricted sense, th.en one could be kd into a problem, for example if one were 
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to argue that "every zt!ion has an organ of sensation"; the problem is that 
plants fit Dionysius' definition of z6e, since they use nutrition, but they do not 
have any sense organs, no plant being a z6i1m in the narrow sense of "animal." 
The ambiguity in the term z6ion is reflected in the fact that at the time Aristotle 
was writing and for a long time afterwards thm was a deb.ate about wl1ether 
plants are alive and have a psyche. For this reason, Aristotle remarks, the 1cm1 

zot! seems to be applied homonymously to both plants and animals: plants 
on the basis of their capability lor nutrition, animals on the basis of their 
capability for sensation. In that case there would be no single definition of zoe 
!hat applies to every z6ian in the wider sense that includes plants. 

But in the final sentence of the 1'opics pa8sage, Aristotle changes perspectives 
and suggests that one might deliberately frame a definition of z6e so that it 
synonymously applies a single fonn to every z6ion in the wider sense, Aristotle 
does not explain this suggestion in the 1i,pics, but it becomes clear what he 
means in On the Soul, when he discusses a parallel problem with res=t to 
the definition of the term psyclte (usually translated w1imu or soul). He com­
plains that all of his predecessors' research on the psyc!,,J was restricted to the 
human one, but he exhorts us 10 take s,:riously and not neglect the question 
"whether the account of psyche is a single one, as in lhe case of 'living thing' 
(z6iou), or whether each one has a ditferent account, for example "horse," 
"dog," uhuman,'' •'god/' in which case the universal is either nothioiz: or 
posterior" (I. I .402b3-9). If the terms z6ia11 and P•J•d1e are applied to tl~ngs 
that necessarily have difterent definitions, then att~'lllpting to frame a single 
definition of these terms will occ.ision the problem with homonyrny that 
Aristotle warned about in the Topics. for example, if one were to define the 
psydte as a sensing thing or a thinking thing, then, since the term p.vyclte is also 
applied to cows and other animals lhat cannot think. th= things, since they 
have diffen;nt definition~ will be homonymou.sly refem;<l 10 by the same term. 

Aristotle's solution to this problem is to frame a disjunctive definition of 
psyche which explicitly recognizes that there are Jifferent kinds of psyche (or 
ditl'erent souls), and this definition will reflect the fact that the term zt!e has 
several sense.~ 

Taking up the inquiry from the beginning, one may say that the animale 
(empsuchon) is dis1in,guished from the inanimate by reference to the living (toi 
ze11), Bui the term "living" (1011 zR11) is said in tnany ways, and any one of 
these alone being present, we say this thing is living, for example intellect, 
sensation) motion and rest with respect co place, and even motion in accordance 
with nutrition and decay and groMh. 

( On the Soul l.l .4 I 3a20-25) 

Thus there will be a~ many kinds of soul (or souls) as there are ways of 
being a living thing, and the term "living" is rightly applied to anything that 
shows any one or more of the capabilities on the above list. It immediately 

Aristotlt 59 

follows that all plants, since they po=s the capability for nutrition a~d 
(l,:cay and growth, are living things (413a25-26). But it is not merely by dis­
junction that the term "living" is applied synonymously to both plants a_nd 
animals because, it turns out. both plants and animals possess the vegeta11v~ 
capability: "It is possible to separate this capability from the others. but it i:~ 
not possible to separate the others from this m the case of the mortal~ 
(4l 3a31- 32). It may be po,;sible in the case of the gods to separate their 
activities (e.g. intellection) from the vegetative capability, as8uming they <lo 
not use nutrition and the stories about ambrosia and nectar are myths. But m 
mortal living things, including plants, animals, and humans, the ve~~tative 
capability is a necessary condition for the presenco: of any other cap.abduy. ~o 
Aristotle say~ that "because of this principle the term 'living' (ro zen) apphes 
to the animals (tois z6si), even though the term 'animal' (111 zoiti11) is primarily 
used because of sensation. for even those things that do not move. not even 
"~th respect 10 place, but yet have sensation, we say are 'animals' (zoio11) and 
not merely 'living' (zen) (413a20 b4; cf. 4l2al3- l?l- . . 

We thus have a definitive answer to the theor<:t1cal question of the genenc 
"meaning of life" for Aristotle: setting aside immortal_ life, living means 
having an ability 10 use nutrition, and perhaps also s7n~uon,_or locom~uon, 
or intellection. But as Aristotle points out, although 11 ,s possible to aunbute 
life to animals on the basis of their vegetative capability, in a sense this docs 
not seem to rcfkcl what makes them specifically "animals," since we say th~ t 
they live as animals primarily because of th~ir cap~bility for sensation. A sign 
of this is that even sea creatures that remain mot,onlcss, hkc a rooted plant. 
but arc nevertheless capable of even minimal sensation. we call "animals." not 
merely "living things," Thus we can call something "living" because ofnulrition, 
but we can only call it an "animal" if it has s,;ns,,tion. . . . 

Aristotle's reference to a species that resembles a plant in bemg mot,onle~s 
but an animal in having sensation reflects his metaphysical doctrine that there 
is a continuous se1ie8 of natural kinds that proceeds from lifeless things, like the 
clements, through inanimate comp◊unds, plantS, animals, hwnans, and god~ 
There are natural kinds that "dualize" between inanimate things and plants; 
plants themselves dualize between inanimate things and animals; some kinds 
"dualize" between plants and animals (as we have just seen); and some other 
kinds dualize between animals and humans. And sine,; Aristotle holds that a 
human may become like a god, there is even a human ~ind_ that dualizes 
between human and 1:od, namely, the philosopher. Each kmd ts actually dis­
crete and in theory has its own definition. but the exact differences be1wee1\ 
them are oflen difficult to perceive, especially at the lower levels, and m some 
cases require furtlter reseacch - this is the reason Aristotle call~ th~ series 
continuous: "and so from the lifeless things nature makes a trans1t1on httle by 
little into the living things, such that the border between them, and which side 
the intermediate thing is on, escapes our notice. For beyond the kind of lifeless 
ll1ings is, first, the kind of plants'' (Hisro,·y of Animals Vlll.l.588b4- 7). 
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The con1inuous series can be rank-ordered according 10 a number of dif­
ferent criteria, including degree of vi1al heal, rnode of locomotion, ecological 
niche, and mode of reproduction. But a single rank-ordering of nalural kinds 
corresponds_ lo relalive_ degrees of vi1ali1y or "panicipa1ion in life": "among 
plams_one kind differs from ano1her kind wi1h respect 10 seeming lo participate 
more m hfe, b111 as a whole lhe kind of plants seems anima1e relative 10 rhe 
01her bodies, but rela1ive to animals inanimate" (588b7- I0). The fact that 
planis resemble horh inanimare things and animals i~ why rhere was a con­
troversy abi>ut whether rh~y were alive and rhus had souls. Animals, in turn, 
resemble on che one hand planes, and on 11\e orher humans. And che 1ran­
si1ion between anim~I kinds wi1h respecr to degrees of vi1aJity and ac1ivi1y, 
as wnh planr kmds, ,s con1inuous (History of Animals VUI.1.588bl0-21; cf 
On rite Parts of Attimufs IV.5.681al0- 29). So 1here is a con1inuous series 
wi1h respec1 to living and moving (588b21- 23), and with respect 10 modes of 
sensa1ion. Some animals, for CKample, are capable only of 1aclile ~nsa1ion. 
while others are capable of ocher kinds of sen~1ion in addition 10 this 
including smelling, 1asling, hearing, and seeing. Some animals, inc!udin~ 
humans, possess capabili1ies for all these modes of sensalion. On the basis 
of these differenl degrees of sensation, Aristolle is willing 10 allow that some 
things_ actuaUy "live more": "ina8much as more sensalion is a property of 
lhe 1h1ng hvmg more, so le~ sensarion will be a propeny of the ching living 
less, and lhe mosc sensation of the most living and the leas1 sensation of che 
least, and sensa1ion without qualification of life withou1 qualification"' 
(Topi<".v VIII. l.137b23-27) 

Most conseq11en1ially, there is for all living things a continuous varialion 
wirh respecr to "lhe activities of their way of life" (History of Animals 
588b2_3) and thus_ their erga or Junctions. faen sponianeously generated 
organisms show uilfen:nces in activicies 1hat make their lives "more or less 
valuable or honorable" (762a24-25). depending on the "degree 10 which they 
e1nbraoe the principle of animation" (762a25-26). In general, "the erg011 of 
the soul is 10 produce living" (Eudemia11 Etltic·s II. l.l 2 J 9a24). Plants clearly 
have an ergo11. bu1 11 1s mere reproduction: "among 1he plants 1ha1 come 
about through seeds there is no 01her e1·go11 apparent excep1 10 make anorher 
again like i!scJf' (History t1/ Animals 588b24- 26). And some animals have 
vinually no erg<m beyond 1ha1 of a plant (588b26-27}. Bui animals show 
immense varia1ion in degree of vitalicy and ac1ivi1y: "'Some animals, like 
plan1s, achieve procreacion simply according 10 11te seasons. bu1 others also 
labor at nuriuring lhe offspring, and when they have achieved this, separate 
and never make anything in common wi1h 1hem. Bui olhers, being more 
sagacious and taking part in memory do so for longer and get along wiih 
lhe,r descendants on a more political basis'' (588b21- 589a2). By allributing a 
degree of sociality and even imelligen~ 10 some animals, Aris101le holds 1hat 
some natural chings dualiie between animals and humans, that is in lheir way 
of life they ~mble bo1h animals and humans. ' 
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Mumans, then, can be said to live not only on the basis of their vegeta_tive 
Ctlpabili1ics, bu1 also their animal capabililies for ~nsat,on and locom~uon. 
llut it seems obvious that the distinctive acrivity and goal of a human hfe_ is nut 
based on such capabilities but rather: "obviously it is sensing and knowmg · ·· 
For each person, the most choicewonhy thing is to sense_ oneself and know 
oneself. and that is why everyone has an innate desire lo hve. For we should 
sp.-cif/chat living is a kind of knowing" (Ewkmi~m Et~i,·.t Vl!.12.1244b23-:29!: 
When he says that we should «specify that hvmg ,s a kind of k?owmg 
Aristorle here means that Iiv;ng f<,r" lmmon being is a kind of knowing. Just 
as living fo,- an animal means sensing and not jus1 vegetating, so hvmg for " 
l111ma11 means knowing and not just sensing. . .. 

In tbe biological works and the Politics, Aristotle raises lhe poss1b1hty_ that 
a human could metamorphose from being the most perfecr and divine specimen 
on earth into a four-footed animal, or a many-footed in~ect, or even a_ P!am.5 

Aristotle seems best interpre1ed in all chese passages not as descr1b1n~ 8 

rrocess of evolulion (or devolucion) of species, but instead a transformation 
of an individual person, wilh n;sulcs chat can be correlaled to the rank• 
ordering of the cominuous series of living thing.s. The idea of becommg hke a 
brute animal or planr, I would suggest, is the Oip side to the ho_rta~ory 
rhetoric of "becoming like a god.·• Thus, in the Protrepticus both pos~1b1ht1es 
are mentioned together in order to make a moral poiut: "when sensallon and 
intellect are taken away, a human becomes roughly the same as a plan_t; when 
intellect alone is caken away, he cums into a beast; when irr~u~nahty ts take'.: 
away but he remains in his intellect, a human becomes s1m1lar lo a god 
(Pro1repticus. apud !arnblichus, l'mtrepticu., V.35.14- 18). So, ~n md1v1dual 
human may devolve into a beast (thus lhe pleasures tha1 cause intemperance 
are bestial; Nicomachea11 J::thi,·., III. IO. l l l 8b5), or even a planl (lhu~ we Shll 

describe some palienls as b,;ing in a persistent ,·egetarive state). This 1s not 
meraphorical: eating, drinking and seK arc the pleasures we have m common 
wilh animals, and when we cannot move or sen8c we literally have the 
capabilities of a plant. 

on the other hand, by exercising their intellecr, a human may also mela­
morph= into something like a god. II seems 1his . is the ~n tha_1 only 
humans among animals can be eudaimon, as Anstotle s11pulates. m the 
Eudemiim Etltics.6 The conventional tenn for "happiness," "flounshmg" or 
"success,'' eudaimoniu indiea1es the final end of human life. and _Aris1otle hol~s 
that it requires participation in a special kind of imelleclual act!Vlly, one avail• 
able uniquely to humans. We see this line of reasoning ac work mall versions o f 
the ergon argument in the erhical works, beginning with the Protrept1cus, whe~e 
«conlemplaling truth" is said 10 be the ul1imate ergon, whether a human is 
conceived as an animal with a single ergo11 or with several erga. 

So if a human is a simple animal whose substance is ordered aocording to 
reason and intellec1, there is no other funclion for him chan only the most 
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precise truth, i.e. 10 rell 1he 1,utll about existing things; but if more capabilitres 
are ingrown in him, it is clear that, of the larger number of things he can 
natu~alty bring 10 perfection, the best of them is always a function. e.g. of a 
medical man health, and of a navigator safety. And we can ruime no function 
of thought or of the oontemplating part of our soul that is be11e, than truth. 
Truth therefore is the function in Ille strictest sense of this ponion of the soul. 

(Prurreplicus, (lpud Iamb!ichus, Prurrep1i,·us Vll.42.13-23) 

We have already discussed whar is meant by ~ying that humans might have 
multiple ergo: as mortal animals, humans have tlS e,ga nutrition, n:production. 
growth, sensation, movemcnr, and intellect. The vegetative capabilities can be 
eliminated on the grounds that they are not unique to human.~ (Eudemian 
Ethics 11.l.1219b20- 1220al), The animal capabilities can be eliminated on 
similar grounds: "Living seems to be common even 10 plants, but we are 
~eking what is unique 10 a human. Let us exclude. therefore, the life of nutrition 
and growth. Noxt would be a life of sen~tion, but it also seems to be 
common even to the horse, the ox. and every animal. Thm, remains, then an 
active lite of the part having reason" (Ni<·cmacheait Ethics l.7.1097b33-
1098a4), These argumc111s, when .-.:ad in light of Aristotle's claims about the 
continuou,; series of erga among living things, cohere with the CKtreme intel­
lectualist account of eudaimonia at the end of Nicomad1ean Ethics. After all. 
we neoo to find a kind of activity that, d<$pite the continuity of vital activities 
betw,;en humans_ animals, and plants, does not overlap with any other, lower 
c~pabdllY,- A!t_ho~~h ~ome of the animals _have, more or less. "sagacity," a 
kmd ?f pol1t1cal existence, and even a kind of "intelligence," they do not 
have intellects and cannot think or attain theoretical wisdom. 7 And for this 
reason, while other forms of animal life and ways of human life can be plea­
sant and good, w11hout participating in this divine activity, th~y cannot be 
eudaimon (Nicomacherrn Ethic.v X.8. I 178b21 30). 

Aristotle goe.< so far as to claim that even the cultiv-d1ion of the moral vir­
tues, which certainly requires intellectual activity, is not our ultimate encl, but 
when 1~e take into account rhe criteria of self-sufficiency. finality. leisureliness, 
and uniquc'Tless. only theoretic:,! conremplation corresponds to the "'complete 
eudaimonia for ti human, assuming he has a complete term of life (biou)" 
(Nicomacltean Et?ics X.7.l 177b24-25). The result is that, somewhat para­
doxically, the ultimate end of human life is to transcend human life and 
become like a god - this would be to act on what is at once the most human 
and the most divine part in us, the overlap being due 10 the continuity of all 
living things. 

But such • life would be too high for a human; for it is not in so far as he is a 
human that he will live so, but in so far as something divine is present in him; 
and ~y so much as this is superior to our composite nature is its activity 
superior to that which is the exercise of •he other kind of vinue. lf reason is 
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divine, then, in comparison. the life according to it is divine in comparison 
with hwnan life. But we must not follow those who advise us, being human. 
to think of human things. and, being mortal, of mortal things, but must, so 
far as we can, maf..."e ours.elves immorcal, and strain in every way to live in 
accordance with the bes! thing in us; for even if it be small in bulk, much 
more does it in power and worth surpass everything. This would seem, too, to 
be each human itself, since it is the authoritative and bener part. It would he 
strange, then, if one were 10 choose not the life of oneself b~t 1h_a1 of some­
thing else. And what we said before will apply now; that which 1s proper I<> 

each thing is by nature best and most pleasant for each thing; for a human. 
therefore, the life according to reason is best and pleasantest, since. reason 
more than any1hing else is human. This lite therefore is also the happiest. 

(Nicomacheon Ethics X.7.l 177b27- l 178a~) 

Thus we have both the theoretical and practical answer; to both the general 
;ind specific questions about the meaning of life. In general, the meaning_ or 
life is the exercise of the best and most unique capability that makes a hvmg 
thing a being of a certain kind. Specifically, the meani~g and end of human 
life is 10 engage in intellectual activity, both because mtellect 1s not shared 
with any lower living things (with whom we share so mu~h else), and becau$e 
it i~ shared with the gods (with whom we share ~o httl~ else). Ahho~~h 
scholars frequently recoil from intensely intellectWllist and arguably eht1s1 
conclusions about the final human end, you, the reader, should take comfort 
in the fact that you arc. even right now, engaging in the very activity that 
Aristotle thinks gives human life its meaning. 
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7 o,, the Ports of Animo~ 1.1.6-IJ t>S. In ti>< Protr tl<u Ari 
humans differ ~ ..... . ep s, stode makes Jc oven more dear how 
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Epicurus and the meaning of life 

CATHERINE WILSON 

l!picureanism is the naiural and monil philosopl\y taugl11 by th.e ancient 
Oreek philosopher Epicurus (341- 270 sec), and by his Roman follower Titus 
C:arus Lucretius (99-55 UCE). who set his admired foretunner's doctrine,; lt> 

verse in his On the Nature of Things. 
The master notoriously defended pleasure as the starting poim for retlec1i,m 

(111 the good life and the goal of rational activity. He 5ays: 

Pleasure is our first and kindred good. It is the starting point of every choke 
and of cvc,y a\1ersion. and to it we always oome back. inasmuch a~ we make 
feeling 1he rule by whkh 10 judge of every good thing. 

(In Diogenes Laertius third century c~: X, l 29) 

Many n:adcrs are apt to feel strongly from the outset that there is a distinction 
between a pleasant life and a meaninxfu/ life. A meaningful life is one with a 
number of meaningful experiences and meaningful actions. It seems to be 
compatible with endurance and hardship, and even to require them. Rather 
than setting out the conditions for a meaningful life, Epicurus seems to saying 
that we neeun'l he ooncemed with meaningfulness at all and should :iim 
instead for the maximum of enjoyment. 

For many centuries, two main conceptions of the meaningful life have hccn 
available in cultures with literary philosophical traditions. Neither one 
mentions pleasure. On one conception, worldly achievement makes an indi ­
vidual's life meaningful, and on the other, it is only moral or spiritual 
achievement that can do so. 

On the worldly view, the best sort of life involves doing something or h"i"!( 
something that earns admiration and respect and that can leave a mark on 
history, and keep one's memory alive. The great artists. writers, conquerors. 
scienti$1S and philosophers have achieved this status. Thus Michelangclt>. 
Shakespeare, Alexander the Great, Einstein, Socrates and a number of othcn. 
have all had meaningful live$ according to this criterion, but very few women. 
Altogether, howeve1; only a small percentage of past humans have had ven, 
meaningful lives, while a somewhat larger percemage have had somewhat 
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