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Mortime J. Adler (1902-2001): For much of the twentieth century, as an author, teacher,
and editor, Adler propagated the Great Books of Western civilization as a moral and intel-
lectual basis for a well-educated public. He wrote or edited more than fifty books, two of
the most influential being How to Read a Book (1940) and How to Think About War and
Peace (1944). In 1943, Adler conceived the idea of compiling the Great Books of the Western

World, 54 volumes containing 443 works by 74 authors. He served as associate editor of the
project, published in 1952 by the Encyclopaedia Britannica and the University of Chicago.
He also edited the two-volume Syntopicon, an index of the collection’s main ideas. Adler’s
Great Books passion was nurtured at Columbia. Deciding upon a career as a philosopber at
age 17 after reading Plato’s Dialogues, be attended Columbia College on scholarship, fini-
shing the four-year program in three years, but not graduating because be refused to take
the required swimming test. He then entered Columbia’s graduate school, where bis tea-
ching duties over five years included co-teaching, with Mark Van Doren, a section of General

Honors. This course, invented by Jobn Erskine in 1921, was the forerunner of Literature
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Humanities in the undergraduate Core Curriculum. After earning bis Ph.D. in psycho-
logy in 1928, bhe was invited to the University of Chicago by its president, Robert Maynard
Hutchins, to create a Great Books program there. Adler taught at Chicago for twenty years,
and at the Aspen Institute and St. Jobn’s College in Annapolis, Maryland. For his entire life,
be remained active in what be called the great-books movement and in educational reform,

and continued to lecture and write into bis nineties.

There is no denying that we buman beings bave never ceased our pursuing for bappi-
ness. However, it is widely acknowledged that we can bardly reach an agreement on what
bappiness is. In this excerpt, Adler explores various interpretations of happiness proposed
by famous scholars including Kant®, Locke® and Aristotle®. He comes to the conclusion
that “bappiness is never actually achieved but is always in the process of being achieved;
and that to live well or virtuously is to live happily”. He also contends that “happiness is

pursued rather than enjoyed”.

Questions for comprehension

1. What is your interpretation of happiness? Is it the same to all men, or do different men

seek different things in the name of happiness?
2. Why is “a genuine science of ethics” impossible without a universality of a priori prin-
ciples according to Kant?
3. What does Erasmus mean when he uses the word “happiness” in his The Praise of Folly?
4. How can the ultimacy of happiness be expressed?

5. Do you think the more wealth a person possesses, the happier he is doomed to be? Explain.

o On all these questions, the great books set forth the fundamental inquiries and specula-
tions, as well as the controversies to which they have given rise, in the tradition of western
thought. There seems to be no question that men want happiness. “Man wishes to be happy,”
Pascal writes, “and only wishes to be happy, and cannot wish not to be so.” To the question,
what moves desire? Locke thinks only one answer is possible: “happiness, and that alone.”

e But this fact, even if it goes undisputed, does not settle the issue whether men are right
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in governing their lives with a view to being or becoming happy. There is therefore one fur-
ther question. Should men make happiness their goal and direct their acts accordingly?

a According to Kant, “the principle of private happiness” is “the direct opposite of the prin-
ciple of morality.” He understands happiness to consist in “the satisfaction of all our desires:
extensive, in regard to their multiplicity; intensive, in regard to their degree; protensive, in
regard to their duration.” What Kant calls the “pragmatic” rule of life, which aims at happi-
ness, “tells us what we have to do, if we wish to become possessed of happiness.”

e Unlike the moral law, it is a hypothetical, not a categorical, imperative. Furthermore,
Kant points out that such a pragmatic or utilitarian ethics (which is for him the same as an
«ethics of happiness”) cannot help being empirical, “for it is only by experience,” he says,
“that I can learn either what inclinations exist which desire satisfaction, or what are the natu-
ral means of satisfying them.” Such empirical knowledge “is available for each individual in
his own way.” Hence there can be no universal solution in terms of desire of the problem of
how to be happy. To reduce moral philosophy to “a theory of happiness” must result, there-
fore, in giving up the search for ethical principles which are both universal and a priori.

e In sharp opposition to the pragmatic rule, Kant sets the “moral or ethical law,” the mo-
tive of which is not simply to be happy, but rather to be worthy of happiness. In addition to
being a categorical imperative which imposes an absolute obligation upon us, this law, he
says, “takes no account of our desires or the means of satisfying them.” Rather it “dictates
how we ought to act in order to deserve happiness.” It is drawn from pure reason, not from
experience, and therefore has the universality of a priori principle, without which, in Kant’s
opinion, a genuine science of ethics or metaphysic of morals is impossible.

a With the idea of moral worth—that which alone deserves happiness—taken away, “hap-
piness alone is,” according to Kant, “far from being the complete good. Reason does not
approve of it (however much inclination may desire it) except as united with desert on the
other hand,” Kant admits, “morality alone, and, with it, mere desert, is likewise far from
being the complete good.” These two things must be united to constitute the true summum
bonum which, according to Kant, means both the supreme and the complete good. The man
“who conducts himself in a manner not unworthy of happiness, must be able to hope for the
possession of happiness.”

a But even if happiness combined with moral worth does constitute the supreme good,

Kant still refuses to admit that happiness, as a practical objective, can function as a moral
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principle. Though a man can hope to be happy only if under the moral law he does his duty,
he should not do his duty with the hope of thereby becoming happy. “A disposition,” he
writes, “which should require the prospect of happiness as its necessary condition, would
not be moral, and hence also would not be worthy of complete happiness.” The moral law
commands the performance of duty unconditionally. Happiness should be a consequence,
but it cannot be a condition, of moral action.

a In other words, happiness fails for Kant to impose any moral obligation or to provide
a standard of right and wrong in human conduct. No more than pleasure can happiness be
used as a first principle in ethics, if morality must avoid all calculations of utility or expedi-
ency whereby things are done or left undone for the sake of happiness, or any other end to
be enjoyed.

9 This issue between an ethics of duty and an ethics of happiness, as well as the conflict it
involves between law and desire as sources of morality, are considered, from other points of
view, in the chapters on DESIRE and DUTY, and again in GOOD AND EVIL where the problem
of the summum bonum is raised. In this chapter, we shall be concerned with happiness as an
ethical principle, and therefore with the problems to be faced by those who, in one way or
another, accept happiness as the supreme good and the end of life. They may see no reason
to reject moral principles which work through desire rather than duty. They may find nothing
repugnant in appealing to happiness as the ultimate end which justifies the means and
determines the order of all other goods. But they cannot make happiness the first principle
of ethics without having to face many questions concerning the nature of happiness and its
relation to virtue.

@ The discussion begins rather than ends with the fact that happiness is what all men de-
sire. Once they have asserted that fact, once they have made happiness the most fundamental
of all ethical terms, writers like Aristotle or Locke, Aquinas or J. S. Mill, cannot escape the
question whether all who seek happiness look for it or find it in the same things.

$ Holding that a definite conception of happiness cannot be formulated, Kant thinks that
happiness fails even as a pragmatic principle of conduct. “The notion of happiness is so in-
definite,” he writes, “that although every man wishes to attain it, yet he never can say defi-
nitely and consistently what it is that he really wishes.” He cannot “determine with certainty
what would make him truly happy; because to do so he would need to be omniscient.” If

this is true of the individual, how various must be the notions of happiness which prevail
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among men in general.

@ Locke plainly asserts what is here implied, namely, the fact that “everyone does not place
his happiness in the same thing, or choose the same way to it.” But admitting this fact does
not prevent Locke from inquiring how “in matters of happiness and misery... men come of-
ten to prefer the worse to the better; and to choose that which, by their own confession, has
made them miserable.” Even though he declares that “the same thing is not good to every
man alike,” Locke thinks it is possible to account “for the misery that men often bring on
themselves” by explaining how the individual may make errors in judgment— “how things
come to be represented to our desires under deceitful appearances... by the judgment pro-
nouncing wrongly concerning them.”

@ But this applies to the individual only. Locke does not think it is possible to show that
when two men differ in their notions of happiness, one is right and the other wrong. “Though all
men’s desires tend to happiness, yet they are not moved by the same object. Men may choose
different things, and yet all choose right.” He does not quarrel with the theologians who, on
the basis of divine revelation, describe the eternal happiness in the life hereafter which is to
be enjoyed alike by all who are saved. But revelation is one thing, and reason another.

@ With respect to temporal happiness on earth, reason cannot achieve a definition of the
end that has the certainty of faith concerning salvation. Hence Locke quarrels with “the phi-
losophers of old” who, in his opinion, vainly sought to define the summum bonum or happi-
ness in such a way that all men would agree on what happiness is; of, if they failed to, some
would be in error and misled in their pursuit of happiness.

@ It may be wondered, therefore, what Locke means by saying that there is a science of
what man ought to do “as a rational and voluntary agent for the attainment of... happiness.”
He describes ethics as the science of the “rules and measures of human actions, which lead to
happiness” and he places “morality amongst the sciences capable of demonstration, where-
in... from self-evident propositions, by necessary consequences, as incontestable as those in
mathematics, the measures of right and wrong might be made out, to any one that will apply
himself with the same indifferency and attention to the one, as he does to the other of these
sciences.”

@ The ancient philosophers with whom Locke disagrees insist that a science of ethics de-
pends on a first principle which is self-evident in the same way to all men. Happiness is not

that principle if the content of happiness is what each man thinks it to be; for if no universal-
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