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Introduction

What is happiness and how can we achieve it? It is an age old question that we still have not been able
to answer conclusively. In attempts to answer this question, some people refer back to antiquity, which
led to, for example, the rise of modern Stoicism.' Naturally, not only the ancient Stoics were concerned
with the question of eudaimonia, often translated as ‘happiness’.” The question of eudaimonia is also
central to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, a philosophical work that dates back to the third century BCE.
In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle is concerned with the best way to live for human beings. In order
to answer his questions, he explores different topics, such as virtue, friendship, and finally, eudaimonia.

But a difficulty arises when Aristotle sets out a definition of eudaimonia in the Nicomachean
Ethics. Aristotle describes eudaimonia as an activity, something that is self-sufficient, complete, and
desired for its own sake.’ Aristotle states that an understanding of the human function (¢pyov) would
provide a clearer idea of what eudaimonia is." This suggests that eudaimonia is intertwined with the
function that is specific to humans, which is reason or intellect. Therefore, eudaimonia is the activity
of the reason, which is reflective activity, or contemplation.’

However, reason is divine and therefore, contemplation is also divine. Due to this, it is difficult
to achieve eudaimonia through contemplation.® To resolve this problem, Aristotle introduces a second,
more human kind of eudaimonia in book X of the Nicomacehan Ethics. This second eudaimonia is based
on the ethical activities of humans, instead of the reflective activities.

The introduction of a second kind of eudaimonia is problematic, since it implies that at least
one of the kinds of eudaimonia is not complete (teAeiog), as Aristotle state before. This problem is a
point of discussion not only in modern scholarship, but is also plays an important role in the twelfth

century commentary by the Byzantine scholar Michael of Ephesus.

! For example, The Daily Stoic by Ryan Holiday, where Stoicism is used as a ‘tool’ for living the good life. For
more on this, see Sherman 2021.

? For the difficulty of translating the Greek term eudaimoniai, see 1.1.3.

* Arist. Eth. Nic 1097a20-21, see 1C.

* For the relation between eudaimonia and the human function, see Hutchinson 1986, 39-72.

® Arist. Eth. Nic. 1177a17-18.

¢ Arist. Eth. Nic. 1177b26-31. Also see Arist. Eth. Nic. 1178b21-23.



Michael of Ephesus’ commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics X is the only surviving commentary on the
tenth book of Aristotle’s work.” The Greek commentary was translated by Robert Grosseteste into
Latin in the mid-thirteenth century, which made the commentaries available for the Latin scholarship
in Europe.’

The commentary by Michael of Ephesus was commissioned by the Byzantine princess Anna
Comnena.” Michael wrote multiple commentaries on Aristotelian treatises, including the Nicomachean
Ethics V, IX and X, and his coworker Eustratius of Nicaea wrote commentaries on the Nicomachean Ethics
Iand VL.

In his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics X, Michael of Ephesus describes Aristotle’s
division between the two type of eudaimonia as a distinction between theoretical eudaimonia and
political (or practical) eudaimonia. This terminology is not used by Aristotle, but stems from the
Neoplatonic tradition." The division is reminiscent of Aristotle’s division of virtues into intellectual
virtue and moral virtue, but is also similar to the Neoplatonic scale of virtue, in which different grades
of virtue are separated, including political and theoretical virtue. Neoplatonism is not only present in
the commentary by means of this terminology, but Michael of Ephesus also refers to Plato and the
Neoplatonic philosopher Plotinus.”” Although it is clear that the commentary is influenced by the

Neoplatonic tradition, but Michael’s attitude towards Neoplatonism is ambivalent."

7 The Nicomachean Ethics was not often commentated on, since Plato’s ethical theory was dominant. The
commentaries from antiquity on the Nicomachean Ethics that are transmitted are by Aspasius, who write
commentaries on books I-IV and VII-VIII. See Tuominen 2009, 237-238.

® Due to the scope of this thesis, I will not go into the translation by Grosseteste and the reception of the
commentary in Western European philosophy. See Mercken 1973, 30-66.

° For more on Anna Comnena and her role in the rival of Aristotelian scholarship, see Browing 2016, Kaldellis
2009 and Frankopan 2009.

1" Michael of Ephesus commentated on many works by Aristotle that had not been commentated on often,
such as De Partibus Animalims, De Motu Animalium, De Incessu Animalium and Parva Naturalia. Michael’s focus on
these physical treatises resulted in the suggestion that he might have been a physician, see lerodiakonou 2009.
Michael had a large scope of interest and also commentated on Aristotelian works that were traditionally
studied, such as the Nicomachean Ethics and the Metaphysics. Also see Browning 2016 and Mercken 2016.

1 See Ierodiakonou 2009, 195.

"2 Plato is mentioned at 536,17, 537,13, 542,27 etc. Plotinus is mentioned explicitly at 529,21.

1 See Wilberding & Trompeter 2019, 5.



The Neoplatonic terms in the commentary on the Aristotelian work resulted in attempts to label
Michael as either an Aristotelian or a Platonist. Praechter, for example, contrasts Michael of Ephesus
the Aristotelian, with Michael Psellus the Platonist." Mercken considers Michael of Ephesus’ an
Aristotelian, but calls his Aristotelianism ‘never a militant one’, as Michael never seems to attack
Platonic doctrine.” Steel also refers to the ‘Neoplatonizing interpretation of Aristotle’s Ethics’ in the
commentary, suggesting a more Platonic attitude.'® In a more recent translation and commentary on
Michael of Ephesus’ commentary, Wilberding and Trompeter stress Michael of Ephesus’ ambivalent
attitude towards Neoplatonism and show that some aspects of his philosophy are influenced by
Neoplatonism, while other remain untouched.” Ierodiakonou emphasizes the (Neo)Platonic
influences of Michael of Ephesus’ thinking, but also recognizes his Aristotelian attitude. Therefore,
she argues that it is difficult to label Michael either an Aristotelian or Platonist.”® Agreeing with
lerodiakonou, I will argue that the focus on trying to label Michael of Ephesus as either an Aristotelian
or a Platonist drives away from the actual goal of the commentary, which is to understand Aristotle’s

text.

In this thesis, I will look into Michael of Ephesus’ commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics X, focussing
on the passage of in which the two types of eudaimonia are discussed in an attempt to answer the
question how we can best understand the Byzantine commentary regarding the question of
eudaimonia.

In order to answer this question, I will first close read the passages in the Nicomachean Ethics where
Aristotle discusses eudaimonia, focussing on book I and X. Then, I will analyse how Michael of Ephesus
understands this passage and how he deals with the problem of the two types of eudaimonia. Finally, I
will look into how Michael relates himself to his predecessors, examining the use of Neoplatonic
terminology in this passage in the commentary and placing Michael of Ephesus in the socio-political

and historical context of the twelth-century Byzantine Empire. I will compare Micheal of Ephesus’

" Praechter 1931. Also see Mercken 2016, 469.
> Mercken 2016, 469.

16 Steel 2002, 56.

7 Wilberding & Trompeter 2019, 5.

18 Terodiakonou 2009, 201.



interpretation of eudaimonia to the Neoplatonic tradition, aiming to answer the question: Considering
Michael of Ephesus’ interpretation of eudaimonia in his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics X, what

is the best way to approach Michel of Ephesus as a commentator on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics X?



1. Eudaimonia in the Nicomachean Ethics

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle examines the best way to live for humans. This inquiry is centred
around the question of what e08daipovia is. The work is divided into ten books, each covering different
topics. The term eudaimonia is discussed mainly in the Nicomachean Ethics books I and X. In the first
book, eudaimonia is described as something complete and final. In book X, however, Aristotle
distinguishes between two types of eudaimonia: eudaimonia in the political life and eudaimonia in the
contemplative life. This distinction is striking, considering the outline of a definition of eudaimonia
given by Aristotle in book I. The question of how there can be two kinds of eudaimonia, when
eudaimonia is complete and final, is central to this chapter. Before close reading the relevant passages

in the Nicomachean Ethics, I will first give an overview of the work.

The public at which the Nicomachean Ethics was aimed is important for the interpretation of the work.
The public for which Aristotle wrote is a point of discussion amongst scholars. Is the work compiled
from lecture notes, or is it a polished work meant for the greater public? Hughes claims that many of
Aristotle’s works, including the Nicomachean Ethics, were not meant for a larger public but consisted
of notes that Aristotle used while giving lectures." Natali, on the other hand, states that the styles of
the books in the Nicomachean Ethics, with the exception of the so-called ‘common books™ are ‘fluent,
clear and well-organized™. While Natali considers the books to be polished and believes that they
were intended to be read by the general public, Hughes is convinced the work comes across as chaotic.
This disorderliness is enhanced by the fact that the traditional division into different books and

chapters is not made by Aristotle himself, but by later editors.” Hughes also points out that there are

' Hughes 2013, 22-23. The idea that the Nicomachean Ethics is a collection of unpolished notes is also found in
Hutchinson 1995, 197.

2 Books books V-VII of the Nicomachean Ethics are also part of Aristotle’s Eudaimonian Ethics, and are
therefore called the common books. For the relation between these works, see Broadie & Rowe 2002, 4.

! Natali 2007, 368.

*? Natali and Hughes agree that the division is not made by Aristotle. Natali states that the division into
chapters is not made until the Middle Ages or the Renaissance, 370 n. 18, and also points out that the division
into books does not match the structure of the arguments, as some arguments end in different books than
they started, or end before the book ends (368). Hughes 2013, 23 suggests that the work is structured by
Aristotle’s son Nicomachus (from whom the work gets its name) or a later editor, and reaffirms that the



multiple inconsistencies in the Nicomachean Ethics, which he uses as an argument that the work should
be considered a ‘work in progress’.”

The inconsistencies in the work are difficult to interpret if the Nicomachean Ethics is
approached as a polished work. However, inconsistencies are not rare within the oeuvre of Aristotle.
Although some passages in the work are concise and difficult to interpret, which might point to work
being a ‘work in progress’, the overall work is systematic and precise, suggesting that it is not just
lecture notes, but rather a complete, well-organized work. The chaos that is stressed by Hughes is
enhanced by the fact that the chapter layout is not made by Aristotle, but by later editors. This leads
me to believe that the Nicomachean Ethics are a complete work, rather than a work in progress.

If the Nicomachean Ethics is a polished work rather than a compilation of lecture notes, it is
important to take a closer look at the inconsistencies in the work, such as the problem of the two types

of eudaimonia.

To examine the two types of eudaimonia in the Nicomachean Ethics, it is important to have an overview
of the complete Nicomachean Ethics, so the question of eudaimonia can be placed within the context of
the work. I will briefly highlight the most important issues in each book.”

In the first book, Aristotle introduces the aim of his research, asking what the best way is for
humans to live and what humans reach for in life, which is eudaimonia. Virtue (&pet}) plays an
important role in achieving eudaimonia, and Aristotle distinguishes between two types of virtue: moral
virtues and intellectual virtues. The moral virtues are defined in book Il and examples of moral virtue
are discussed in the third until the fifth book. In book VI, Aristotle discusses intellectual virtue and
divides the intellect into two parts: the contemplative and the calculative part. I discuss the
intellectual virtues phronesis (pdvnoig) and sophia (cogia) that play an important role in the seixth
book of the Nicomachean Ethics more elaborately in 1.1.2. The seventh book is concerned with pleasure

and the connection between virtues and vices, and good and bad choices. The main topic of book VIII

division into books and chapters is not made by Aristotle. The division into books in likely based on the
amount of text that fits on one book scroll.

= Hughes 2013, 23.

% For a more elaborate but concise overview of Aristotelian ethics, see Hutchinson 1995.



and IX is friendship, discussing the different kinds of friendship as well as the need for friendship. In
the last book, Aristotle discusses pleasure, and returns to the question of eudaimonia, before

introducing the topic of legislation, which functions as a transition to the Politics.

In section 1.2, I will go into the first and last book of the Nicomachean Ethics in more detail, but first I
will explain the Greek terms that are important in the Nicomachean Ethics in 1.1. Finally, I will look at
the two types of eudaimonia that Aristotle distinguishes and introduce the idea of the inclusive and

the dominant interpretation of eudaimonia.

1.1 Eudaimonia, Phronesis, and other Greek terms
In this section, I will briefly introduce some Greek terms that are used by Aristotle that either play an
important role in the Nicomachean Ethics or are difficult to translate from Greek to English, due to the

different connotations associated with the term.

1.1.1 Arete

Arete, dpet, often translated as ‘virtue’ or ‘excellence’, is an important notion in the Nicomachean

Ethics. Aristotle distinguishes between two types of arete, namely moral virtue and intellectual virtue:
1A
d10piletan 8¢ Kal 1) ApeTh KAt TNV dtaopay TaOTHV: AEYOUEV Y&P AOTOV TAC UEV S1aVONTIKAC
tag d¢ NOKdC, copiav pev kal oOveov kKai @pdvnov dravontikdg, AevbepiotnTa d¢ kol

oWEPOcUVNV NOIKAG.
Virtue also is differentiated according to this division [of the soul]. We call some forms of
virtue intellectual virtues, others moral virtues: sophia, phronesis and sunesis are intellectual

virtues, and liberality and prudence are moral virtue.”

Arist. Eth. Nic. 1103a 3-7.

> The translations of Aristotle are my own.

10



Both types of virtue correspond with different aspects of the human soul (Yuxr). The first type of
virtue, dpetr) dravontiky, can be translated as ‘intellectual virtue’, and corresponds to the part of the
soul that Aristotle identifies with reason. The second part of the soul ‘listens to’ reason. The second
type of virtue, dpetr) n01kn, corresponds to this part of the soul. The Greek &petr nOikn can be
translated as ‘moral virtue’ or ‘ethical virtue’, but it is important to note that the Greek adjective
04 comes from 10og, which means both ‘character’ and ‘habit’** Broadie and Rowe (2002)
therefore translate it with ‘excellence of character’, where ‘excellence’ is the translation of dpetr].”
The moral virtues are gained through f6og, habit, from which it gets its name, while intellectual
virtues are taught (éx didackaAiag €xer).”” The two types of virtue are not completely separate, as

moral virtues are only possible through the intellectual virtue phronesis.”

1.1.2 Phronesis and Sophia

Aristotle distinguishes between two intellectual virtues: phronesis (¢pbévnoic) and sophia (co@ia).
Sophia is theoretical wisdom and focuses on theoretical studies, whereas phronesis is practical wisdom.
The use of sophia is limited to only the theoretical part of the soul and with this, Aristotle gives the
Greek word a different meaning than the usual meaning. While sophia can be translated as ‘wisdom’
in the general sense, in the context provided by Aristotle, it is often interpreted as ‘theoretical
wisdom’ or ‘theoretical knowledge’.”® Sophia, theoretical wisdom is contrasted with phronesis, practical
wisdom. While ‘practical wisdom’ is a standard translation for phronesis in Aristotle’s text, the word
usually has a different meaning. The word is derived from @povéw, which means ‘to think’, and the
word can be translated as ‘prudence’ or ‘wisdom’.”!

The two types of wisdom, sophia and phronesis, relate to the two types of virtue, intellectual
and ethical virtue, as well as to two parts of the soul. The first part of the soul that corresponds with

sophia deals with necessary and universal truths, while the practical part of the soul concerns itself

*¢ Both the etymology and the meanings are taken from Montanari 2015.

7 Broadie and Rowe 2002.

*8 Arist. Eth. Nic. 1103a14c-18

¥ For a more elaborate discussion of arete ethike, see Broadie and Rowe 2002, 17-23.

% Also see Bostock 2000, 77 for an overview of how to translate sophia and phronesis.

* Both the etymology and translations are taken from Montanari 2015. Montanari 2015 offers more possible
translations of these terms, but I choose these as they stay close to the translations often used in rendering
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.

11



with contingent and particular situations.” Furthermore, there is an interaction between ethical
virtue and phronesis, where ethical virtue is impossible without phronesis and vice versa.” Both sophia
and phronesis contribute to eudaimonia.*

The distinction that Aristotle makes in book VI between two types of reasoning, phronesis and
sophia, and how they relate to two types of virtue as well as to different parts of the soul, is interesting
when looking at the commentary by Michael of Ephesus. Michael stresses the two-fold nature of the
soul, which he dervives from Aristotle. Based on the two-fold nature of the soul, Michael distinguishes

between two types of virtue two types of eudaimonia. I will discuss this more elaborately in chapter 2.

1.1.3 Eudaimonia

The term eudaimonia, €0doipovia, is central to the Nicomachean Ethics, but remains difficult to
translate. The Greek term comes from the word e0daiuwv (‘happy, fortunate, of pers. and things” or
‘prosperous, rich, abundant’).” This term is a compound of the words €0 (‘well’) and Safuwv (‘divinity,
god, goddess; divine power’). The term e0daipovia, then, literally means something like ‘with a good
daimon’ or ‘having a good guardian angel™.

The translation of eudaimonia in the Brill Dictionary of Ancient Greek is ‘happiness, success’
or ‘prosperity, wealth, fortune, of men’, and traditionally eudaimonia in the Nicomachean Ethics is
translated as ‘happiness’. However, this translation can be misleading. While the term ‘happiness’
implies something that could be called eudaimonia, the Greek term also denotes success, well-being,
and accomplishment. When Aristotle first introduces the term eudaimonia, he also offers ‘living well’
and ‘doing well’ as synonyms:

1B

dvbuatt uév obv oxedov Umd tév mAelotwv duoloyeitar thv ydp evdarpoviav kai oi moAAoi

Kal ol xapievteg Aéyovowv, T0 O €0 (flv Kal TO €0 MPATTEV TALTOV UmoAauPdvouot T

%2 See Bostock 2000, 77.

3 See Broadie and Rowe 2002, 17-18 and 50.

* For a more elaborate explanation of the term phronesis and sophia, see Broadie and Rowe 2002, 46-54.

* Both the etymology and translations are taken from Montanari 2015.

* This is the literal translation given by Bostock 2007, 11 n.10. Bostock also stresses that Aristotle does not
necessarily take the etymological background into account.

12



evdaipovelv. epl d¢ tiig evdatpoviag, Tl €otiy, du@ioPntolot, Kal 00X Opoiwg ol ToAAol Toig

00@oi¢ dmodiddaocty.

Now, the name is agreed on by most people: for the ordinary people as well as refined people
call it eudaimonia, ‘living well’” and ‘doing well’ are accepted as the same as being happy
(e08apoveiv). But they disagree about what eudaimonia is, and the ordinary people do not

define it in the same way as the wise.

Arist. Eth. Nic. 1095a17-22.

Aristotle describes eudaimonia as ‘living well’ and ‘doing well’, showing the different connotations that
the term has, including happiness, but also success and well-being. A more appropriate translation of
eudaimonia might be ‘flourishing’, as this connotes success and accomplishment in addition to
happiness. However, due to the difficulty in translating the term, 1 decided to leave the term

untranslated.

Now that I have elaborated on the most important terms in the Nicomachean Ethics, I will focus on the
problem of the two types of eudaimonia. In the following sections, I will elaborate on eudaimonia in the

Nicomachean Ethics, specifically in book I and X.

1.2 Eudaimonia in book I and X.6-X.9

1.2.1 Book I

Aristotle opens the Nicomachean Ethics by stating that every investigation is aimed at something and
that there is a difference in the ends at which these undertakings aim.” Since there is a difference in
these ends, Aristotle concludes fact that some goods are subordinate to others. He makes an essential
distinction between some good and the good, where the good is the topic of practical philosophy and

ethics.®

37 Arist. Eth. Nic. 1094a1-3. Also see Bostock 2000, 8.
%% See Broadie and Rowe 2002, 262.

13



Aristotle states the highest human good (t0 dpiotov) is eudaimonia. Although it is agreed that
eudaimonia is the highest good, the exact definition of this is a point of discussion, as is seen in 1B. The
highest good is the goal of politics, and it is the same for individuals and the state in the sense that
the question of the highest human good plays at both the private and communal level
simultaneously.” This reveals the connection between ethics and politics, that is also present in book
X of the Nicomachean Ethics, where the topic of legislation is introduces as a transition to Aristotle’s

Politics.

In the discussion about the definition of eudaimonia, Aristotle recognizes three different points of view.
The first group thinks that eudaimonia lies either in pleasure, wealth, or honour (ndovrv fj thodtov A
Tiunv)®, the second group of people believes that what is good differs depending on their condition,
while the last group believes that the good is good in itself. This final point of view refers to Plato’s
Idea of the Good, which is refuted by Aristotle.

Based on these three different definitions of eudaimonia, Aristotle distinguishes between three
different types of life: the life of enjoyment (Biog dmoAavotikdg), the political life (moAitikdg), and the
contemplative life (Bewpnrtikdg)." Aristotle postpones the discussion of the contemplative life to book
X.*” After introducing these three possible interpretations of eudaimonia and their corresponding

types of life, Aristotle lays out a provisional definition of eudaimonia.

1C

téhetov 81 1 pafvetat kol abtapkeg 1 ddartpovia, T@V TPAKTGV 00c TEAOG.

Eudaimonia, then, appears to be something final and self-sufficient, being the end of practical

undertakings.

% Broadie and Rowe 2002, 264.

“* Arist. Eth. Nic. 1095a24.

! Sedley 2017, 325 compares the three lives that Aristotle distinguishes to the tripartite soul in Plato.
Interestingly, this is not the only similarity between Plato and Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics.

* tpitog § Zotiv 6 Bewpntikdg, Urép o0 TV énfokePv &v Toig Emouévolg momnobueda, “The third is the
theoretical life, about which I will make an investigation in what follows.” Arist. Eth. Nic 1096a4-5. Broadie and
Rowe 2002, 268 links this to the discussion in X.7-8, which I will discuss in the next section.

14



Arist. Eth. Nic 1097a20-21.

Aristotle ascribes two characteristics to eudaimonia:* eudaimonia is final (téAe10¢)* and self-sufficient.
It is final in the sense that it is chosen for its own sake and not as a means for something else. Things
such as honour, pleasure and virtue are chosen for their own sake, but also for the sake of eudaimonia,
whereas eudaimonia is chosen purely for the sake of itself and never for the sake of something else.
Additionally, eudaimonia is self-sufficient, meaning that it does not lack anything.” This suggests that
eudaimonia includes all good things, otherwise it could become more complete when other goods are
added to it.

In addition to these two characteristics, Aristotle also states that eudaimonia is an activity
rather than a passive state. Eudaimonia is doing well in life, eupraxis, which is a form of activity, praxis.*
Eudaimonia is not found in any activity, but in the activity that is specific for humans. According to
Aristotle’s function argument, that all things can find their well-being in their function. Therefore,
the highest good for humans can be found in the human function.” The life that is particular to
humans, is the life that possesses reason, meaning that it both has reason as well as that it can think
itself. The function that is in line with this type of life, is the activity of the soul in accordance with
reason. This activity follows or implies a rational principle within human beings.*

The human good, then, is the activity of the soul in accordance with virtue, specifically, in
accordance with the best and most complete virtue. This is discussed more thoroughly in book X of

the Nicomachean Ethics.

* Broadie and Rowe 2002, 275 suggests that Aristotle offers a third reason why eudaimonia should be
considered the highest good by stating that it is most desirable and should not be counted with other goods.
See Arist. Ethi. Nic. 1097b16-20. According to Broadie, eudaimonia cannot be counted alongside the other goods,
meaning that it cannot become more desirable when other goods are added to it.

* TéAerog can, amongst other things, be translated as final, complete or perfect. Compare Bostock 2000, 13,
esp. n.8.

* This suggests that the highest good is inclusive, see Broadie and Rowe 2002, 275. I will explain the inclusive
and the dominant interpretation in section 1.3. Also see Bostock 2000, 14.

* See Broadie and Rowe 2002, 276.

¥ Broadie and Rowe 2002, 276 points out that the outline Aristotle gives refers to the chief good and not
necessarily to eudaimonia.

*® Arist. Eth Nic. 1098a3-18.
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After giving this outline of a definition of eudaimonia, Aristotle states that it is a rough sketch. The
details will be filled out throughout the Nicomachean Ethics, and the term slowly becomes more defined
throughout the work. In book X, the definition of eudaimonia is revisited and eudaimonia is the main

subject of book X.6-X.8, which will be discussed in the next section.

1.2.2 Book X.6-X.8

After discussing pleasure in the first half of book X, Aristotle returns to the question of eudaimonia in
section X.6-X.8 of the Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle stresses, as he stated in the first book, that
eudaimonia is not a disposition, but rather an activity. Eudaimonia is an activity that is desirable in itself,
not for the sake of something else, and therefore, Aristotle describes it as something complete and
self-sufficient. Aristotle explains that activities that are desirable in themselves are in accordance
with virtue and therefore, eudaimonia is an activity in accordance with virtue.*

Since eudaimonia is in accordance with virtue, Aristotle assumes it is in accordance with the

highest kind of virtue, which seems to be intellect:®

1D

Ei § otiv 7y evdatpovia Kat Gpetnv EvEpyela, DAOYOV KATA TNV KpatioTnv: alth 8 &v €l tob
apiotov. eite dn volg todto eite &AAo t1, O O kata UGy dokel dpxev kai Myeiobar Kal
gvvolav €xetv mepl KAIAQOV kal Belwv, €ite Oeiov OV Kal avTO €ite TOV €v Muiv 10 Be1dtartov, 1

TOUTOUV EVEPYELX KATA TV Oikelov GpeTnv €in av 1) tedela e0datpovia.

* Arist. Eth. Nic. 1176b, esp. 6-8.

*® Broadie and Rowe 2002, 441 offers two explanations to Aristotle’s comment ‘Whether then this be the
intellect, or whatever else it be that is thought to rule and lead us by nature’. In the first explanation, Broadie
states that intelligence is both practical and theoretical, based on the passage in V1.6 where Aristotle
distinguishes two parts of the rational soul. The second explanation leaves open whether intelligence is the
highest virtue or not. In this explanation, Aristotle also remains unclear about whether or not this is
something divine, or rather an approximation of the divine. I opt for Broadie’s first explanation and I interpret
the highest kind of excellence as intelligence, based on what is said in X.7: kpatiotn te yap altn €otiv 1y
évépyeta (kai yap 6 vodg Tdv €v fuiv, kal TV yvwot®dv, Tepi & 6 voig. “For contemplation is at once the
highest form of activity (since the intellect is the highest thing in us, and the objects with which the intellect
deals are the highest things that can be known).” Arist. Eth. Nic. 1177a20-22 (trans. Broadie and Rowe).
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If eudaimonia is activity in accordance with virtue, it is reasonable to say it should be in
accordance with the most excellent virtue: this will be the virtue that is best. Whether this is
our intellect or something else, that is thought to rule and lead, and have a sense of what is
good and divine, whether it is divine itself too or what is the most divine in us, the activity of

this sort in accordance with personal virtue will be complete eudaimonia.

Arist. Eth. Nic. 1177a12-17.

Aristotle describes eudaimonia as the activity in accordance with the highest virtue. Since the highest
virtue is found in the intellect, the activity that Aristotle describes should be the activity of the soul
which is reflective (Bswpntiki) activity, or contemplation.’* Contemplation is self-sufficient and can
be done almost without interruption, since it requires minimal physical activity. Theoretical activity
is also pleasureable, according to Aristotle. Furthermore, it is the only activity that is loved for its own
sake and not for the sake of something else. Since contemplation has no results other than the act
itself, it is done purely for its own sake. Aristotle concludes that complete (teAeiog) eudaimonia can be
reached through contemplation:

1E

1 teheia 81 e0darpovia altn &v ein dvOpdmov, AaPolon uiikog Plov TéAelov- 00OEVY yap ATeAEg

€0TL T@V TG eLdapoViag.

This, then, will be complete eudaimonia, provided a complete length of life: for nothing that

belongs to eudamonia is incomplete.

Arist. Eth. Nic. 1177b24-26.

> Sedley 1999, 327 claims that Aristotle never explicitly explains what contemplation is, but that he clearly
considers the contemplative life as (an idealization of) the philosophical life. Although contemplation might
not have the same metaphysical status in Aristotle as it has in Plato, contemplation is likely the same
intellectual activity in Platonic and Aristotelian thougt.
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Aristotle stresses that nothing about eudaimonia is incomplete. However, the life of contemplation and
the eudaimonia that comes with it rises above human life.*® Aristotle considers intellect to be divine,
and humans can only reach the eudaimonia that comes with the activity of the intellect in so far as
they have something divine within them:

1F

6 8¢ tor00tog &v i Piog kpeitTwy fi KaT &vOpwToV- 00 Yap 1} &vOpwds 0Tty obtw Prwsetar,
é()\),\ﬁ BeT6V T1 €V abT®H LIGpXeL Goov O¢ dragépel ToUTO TOD GLVOETOV, TOGOTTOV Kal 1] EVEPYELA
TG Katd Ttrv GAANV dpetrv. i 1 Belov 6 volg mpdg TOV dvBpwmov, kKol 6 kata todtov Plog
Oelog mpog tov avOpwmivov Piov. o0 xpn 8¢ KaTd TOUG MAPAVODVTAG GvOPOTIVE PPOVETV
dvOpwrov Gvta ovdE Ovrta tov Bvntdv, GAN’ €@’ Goov EvdéxeTat aBavatilev kKai TdvTa TolElv
PO TO (fV KATX TO KPATIOTOV TMOV €V auTGr €l yap Kal TQ SyKw Uikpdv €oti, duvduel Kal

TIULOTNTL TOAD HFAAOV TAVTWV DTIEPEXEL.

But such a life will be better than the human life: for one will not live in this way in so far they
are human, but in so far as there is something divine within them: to the degree that this
surpasses the compound, to that degree will its activity too surpass that in accordance with
the rest of virtue. If, then, intellect is divine compared to the human, the life according to it is
divine compared to the human life as well. One must not follow those who advise ‘you are
human, think human thoughts’ or ‘you are mortal, think mortal thoughts’, but, as must as
possible, become immortal and do everything with the aim to live in accordance with what is
highest in them. Because, even if it is small in size, the degree to which it prevails in power

and honor is far greater

Arist. Eth. Nic. 1177b26-1178a2.

*2 Broadie and Rowe 2002, 443 points out this paradox. Because humans contain something divine, namely the
intellect, the happiest life for humans is higher than human life itself.
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Aristotle describes the intellect as something divine within a human being. The life in accordance
with the intellect will therefore exceed the human life. Although the life in accordance with intellect
exceeds the human life, one must nonetheless attempt to live a contemplative life. Aristotle stresses
that one should not be held back by thinking that they are human, but instead, they ought to try to
become immortal as much as possible, in other words, they have to try to become as much as God as
possible.

The idea of ‘becoming as much as God as possible’ is reminiscent of Plato’s Theaetetus, to which
I will return in chapter 3. The fact that Aristotle mentions becoming like God suggests a continuity
between Aristotle’s thoughts an Plato’s thoughts, as Sedley points out.” Although Aristotle disagrees
with Plato earlier in the Nicomachean Ethics, it is important to note that he is, in certain aspects, a
Platonist.*

Sedley stresses the fact that Aristotle was Plato’s student when important works that discuss
the ideal of godlikeness were produced.” Aristotle also seems to have taken inspiration from Plato’s
Timeaeus, where Plato also formulates an end (teilos) that is identified with eudaimonia.>® Aristotle’s
formulation of the ideal of becoming as much as God as possible in 1F seems to refer to Plato’s
Theaetetus (see 3A). Sedley even argues that the context of the passage in the Theaetetus is essential
for understanding Aristotle’s remark about immortality, as it explains that the intellect is the only

immortal part of human beings.”

While contemplative eudaimonia is preferable, it is difficult to obtain, since contemplation is divine
and exceeds what is achievable for human beings.” Aristotle introduces a second form of eudaimonia,

which can be achieved through moral virtues.” Whereas the first eudaimonia is divine reached through

> Sedley 2017, 325.

>* Also see Sedley 2017, 325-326.

> Sedley 1999, 324,

> See Sedley 1999, 324,

*7 Sedley 1999, 326.

% See Sedley 2017, 322.

> Broadie and Rowe 2002, 444 suggests that Aristotle is uncertain about what activity is characteristic fort his
secondary eudaimonia. 1t is either political activity and a political life as is suggested in X.7, or life in
accordance with the rest of excellence, that being practical excellences, in X.8. Also see Bostock 2000, 201.

19



contemplation, this secondary eudaimonia is strictly human and attained through moral virtues, which
are strictly human:
1G

Agvtépwg 8 0 Kata TNV GAANV GpeTrv: ol Yap KATA Ta0TnV EVEpyetat avOpwmikal.

But the life in accordance with the rest of virtue [i.e. moral virtue] comes secondly; for human

activities are in accordance with this.

Arist. Fth. Nic. 1178a9-10.

Unlike the first type of eudaimonia that Aristotle discussed, this second type is connected to the body.
Aristotle explains that the moral virtues are connected to emotions, as well as to the human as a
compound. This compound refers to the fact that humans have godlike intellect and animal-like
bodies.” This connection to the body makes the second types of eudaimonia less self-sufficient than
the first, since the intellect and eudaimonia in accordance with it can be seen as separate from the
body.” Aristotle also suggests that the life of moral virtues relies on external goods more than the life
of contemplation. For this, he gives an example of a generous person who needs money, an external
good, in order to be generous. A person who contemplates, on the other hand, does not depend on
external goods, and Aristotle states that external factors might even interfere with contemplation.
While contemplation requires minimal effort from the body, Aristotle does recognize that
even for this self-sufficient activity, humans are still dependent on their external circumstances, such
as health and nourishment. Aristotle believes, however, that the gods will bless people who dedicate
themselves to contemplation.”” Therefore, the person who lives a contemplative life is not only

happiest, but also blessed with external goods.

% Broadie and Rowe 2002, 443 suggests a second possible interpretation of the compound, where it refers to
Aristotle’s theory that the soul consists of two parts, the rational part of the soul and the irrational part of the
soul.

¢! See Broadie and Rowe 2002, 445.

¢ Broadie and Rowe 2002, 447 points out that this is a reinterpretation of piety: what makes someone most
loved by the gods (piety) is living a contemplative life.
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To complete his argument that eudaimonia resides in contemplative activity, Aristotle refers
to the gods and their eudaimonia. According to Aristotle, since people believe that the gods are
happiest, it is reasonable to assume that the activity they engage in is the activity that provides the
most eudaimonia. The gods must engage in activity because they are believed to be alive. This activity
cannot be an activity of moral virtue, since the gods do not have moral virtue. The only activity that
can be done by the gods, then, is contemplation. The human activity that resembles the activity of the
gods the most will produce the most eudaimonia. The happy life, Aristotle concludes, is the life that
comes closest to the life of the gods, and therefore the happy life is the life of contemplation and

eudaimonia can be achieved through the contemplative activity.

In this section, I discussed how Aristotle interprets and defines eudaimonia in the Nicomachean Ethics
X.6-X.8. In this passage, Aristotle seems to make a distinction between two types of happy life: the life
of contemplation and the life of moral virtue. The relationship between the two types of eudaimonia is
disputed. Although it is commonly accepted that contemplative eudaimonia is superior to political
eudaimonia,” Aristotle never explicitly explains how these two types of eudaimonia relate to each other.
One possible interpretation of the relationship between the two types of eudaimonia, is by

distinguishing between an inclusive and dominant reading, which is first suggested by Hardjie.

1.3 Inclusive vs. dominant eudaimonia

In EN X.6-8, Aristotle seems to suggest that there are two types of eudaimonia. This is problematic,
since Aristotle also describes eudaimonia as something that is teilos, which is often rendered as
‘complete’, ‘perfect’ or ‘final’. Aristotle even explicitly states that ‘nothing that belongs to eudaimonia
can be incomplete (&teAég)’ (1E). Nonetheless, he describes two types of eudaimonia, suggesting that

one of them is, or even both are, incomplete. In this section, I will discuss the interpretation of Hardjie,

% For example, Sedley 2017, 322-323 argues that the contemplative life is superior to the political life. Kullman
2010, 210 interprets the political life as both independent as well as supplementary to the contemplative life.
The two types of life are not complementary, but the political life is inferior to the contemplative life, see 217.
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who introduced a division between eudaimonia as an inclusive and a dominant interpretation of an
end.”

The inclusive reading of eudaimonia includes multiple ends, all pursued and desired for their
own sake while recognizing that some are more important than others.” The importance of the
different desires is ranked in a long-term plan that ultimately attempts to fulfil them all harmoniously,
insofar as this is possible.” For example, imagine you are on a holiday. The weather is sunny, the food
is delicious, and the company is nice. All these things are desirable for their own sake, but together
they make for the perfect holiday. Similarly, in life, people partake in activities that are worthwhile in
themselves, such as friendship and moral action, but all things combined lead to eudaimonia.”

The dominant interpretation, on the other hand, sees one goal as the primary goal and
disregards the other ends if they do not contribute to the main goal. Hardie argues that the confusion
in X.6-X.8 about the two types of eudaimonia is caused by Aristotle’s failure to distinguish explicitly
between the dominant and the inclusive ends.®® Because Aristotle fails to give an analysis of the
concept of ends and means, he presents the final good as a dominant end instead of an inclusive end,
which causes a paradox.” By recognizing the different readings of eudaimonia, this paradox can be

resolved.

1.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, I discussed Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, with a focus on eudaimonia in book I and book
X.6-X.8. In book X, Aristotle distinguishes between two types of eudaimonia, one that can be achieved
through contemplation and one that can be achieved in the life of moral virtue. This distinction is
problematic, since Aristotle also states that eudaimonia is complete and that nothing that belongs to

it can be incomplete. This creates a discrepancy that is discussed by modern scholars. I discussed how

* Hardie 1965 offers one possible solution. For other possible solutions see, for example, Reece 2020, who
argues that Aristotle does not distinguish between two types of happiness (eudaimonia), but rather between
two ways of being a proper human being,

 Hardie 1965, 279.

% Also see Bostock 2000, 21.

%7 Ackrill offers multiple examples to explain the dominant and inclusive reading. See Ackril 1981, esp. 18-20.
¢ Hardie 1965, 281.

% Hardie 1965, 283-285.
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modern scholarship has engaged with Aristotle’s distinction between the political life and the
contemplative life, introducing the view proposed by Hardie that there is a dominant and an inclusive

interpretation of eudaimonia.

In the next chapter, I will look into the interpretation of this passage by Michael of Ephesus, in his

commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics X.
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2. The Commentary by Michael of Ephesus

The twelfth century commentary In Ethica Nicomachea Commentaria X (In Eth. Nic. X) by Michael of
Ephesus is the only commentary transmitted on the tenth book of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. The
commentary was likely commissioned by the Byzantine princess Anna Comnena, along sides other
commentaries. The new commentaries might have functioned as an addition to the ancient
commentaries on the Nicomachean Ethics.”

Writing in the twelfth century, Michael is heir to a long tradition of commentaries on both
Plato and Aristotle that influence his look on Aristotelian philosophy. Benakis states that Michael of
Ephesus is especially influences by the Aristotelian philosopher Alexander of Aphrodisias, as well as
the Neoplatonic school in Alexandria.”* Although Michael of Ephesus uses terminology that is derived
from the Neoplatonic tradition, his attitude towards (Neo)Platonism is ambivalent. Michael's
interpretation stays close to Aristotle, but the commentary has been influenced by the philosophical
tradition. In this chapter, I will discuss the commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics X by Michael of

Ephesus, focusing on his interpretation of eudaimonia.

In his discussion of eudaimonia, Michael of Ephesus often uses Platonic terminology. Michael’s
description of the contemplative activity is reminiscent of the Platonic Ideas and of Neoplatonic
thought.” For example, when Michael explains Aristotle’s view that eudaimonia is an activity of the
soul, his description of the activity of the soul is reminiscent Neoplatonic thought:

2A

7® According to Steel 2002, 51, Comnena ordered Michael to write commentaries on the Nicomachean Ethics book
V, IX and X, while his coworker Eustratius of Nicaea was responsible for the commentaries on books I and VI .
These commentaries functioned as an addition to the ancient commentary on book VIII by Aspasius (second
century CE) and the anonymous scholia on book II-V. In addition to his commentaries on the Nicomachean
Ethics, Michael of Ephesus was also responsible for commentaries on multiple other, biological works by
Aristotle, including Parva Naturalia and Generation of Animals, as well as a commentary on Sophistical Refutations
and Politics. The latter is only partially transmitted.

"1 Benakis 2009, 65.

72 Also see Wilberding & Trompeter 2019, 5.
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Aéyer & avtdg, OtL €mel éotiv 1) e0dapovia TG Yuxiig Evépyela, ebAoyov adtnv udAota Aéyewv
KATA TNV GKPOTATNV TFG PuXTiG EVEpyetav. 1 &’ AkpoTATN AT EVEPYELA EOTIV EVWOIG TTPOG TA

KpelTTw Kal “Opolwolg Be® kata t0 duvatdv”, (g enotv 6 MAdTwV, avOpOTw.

[Aristotle] himself says that since eudaimonia is an activity of the soul, it is reasonable to say
that it is mostly in accordance with the highest activity of the soul. And its highest activity is

union with the better and ‘resemblance to God as much as possible’ for man, as Plato says.”

In Eth. Nic. X 579,1-5.

Here, Michael not only uses the Neoplatonic idea of ‘union with the better’ (§vwoig mpdg T kpeittw)”™,
but also explicitly refers to Plato. According to Neoplatonic thought, this ‘union with the better’ can
be accomplished through different kinds of virtues, organized in the scale of virtues, as I discuss in
chapter 3. This scale is first introduces by Plotinus in Ennead 1.2, which is also known by the fitting
title On Virtue, where Plotinus introduces the idea of ‘political virtue’(moAttikai dpetai).” This idea of

‘political virtue’ is also important to Michael’s interpretation of Aristotle’s ethics.

In the description of the two kinds of eudaimonia, Michael uses the terms ‘theoretical eudaimonia’
(Bewpnrikn evdopovia) and ‘political eudaimonia’ (roAitikr) e0dapovia) or ‘practical eudaimonia’
(mpaktikn evdaipovia). These terms are not used by Aristotle, as lerodiakonou points out, but rather
come from the Neoplatonic tradition.” Michael bases these two types of eudaimonia on two types of
virtue that he distinguishes, namely ethical or political or practical virtues, and theoretical virtues.”

This distinction seems to be drawn from Aristotle’s distinction between intellectual and ethical

7 All translation of the commentary by Michael of Ephesus are taken from Wilberding & Trompeter 2019 and
adapted to my own understanding.

7 This is a reference to Plato’s Theaetetus 176B, as is pointed out by Trompeter and Wilberding in their
translation (2019).

7> Plotinus 1.2.16-17. See O’'Meara 2003. Later Neoplatonic thinkers develop this scale of virtue further, as I will
discuss in chapter 3.

7 Terodiakonou 2009, 194-195.

77 In Eth. Nic. 571.31-572.12.
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virtues that are discussed in the Nicomachean Ethics. 1 (1A), but the terminology come from the
Neoplatonic tradition, rather than the Aristotelian tradition.

Similar to Aristotle, Michael of Ephesus distinguishes between two types of virtue and two
types of eudaimonia. These distinctions are based on the idea that humans are two-fold (S1ttég):"®

2B

d1ttog yap 6 €0daipwy, 6 te MoAITKGG, Sotic deitan Kal TV Amd TAG TUXNG ayad®v, 6w

dveumodioTwe évepyi, kol O Th Ocwpia TOV SvTwe SvTwv udAiota Tposavéxwy.
B G YN f : % X

For the happy person is two-fold: there is both the political person, who stands in need of
goods deriving from chance, too, in order that they are unhindered in their activity, and the

person who devotes themselves mostly to the contemplation of the real Beings.

In Eth. Nic. X 529,7-9.

Michael of Ephesus distinguishes between the political person and the person who is devoted to
contemplation. The description of contemplation has strong Platonic connotations.” However, the
passage also has Aristotelian elements. Michael of Ephesus differentiates between a person who lives
a political life and a person who lives a theoretical life, a distinction that is also made by Aristotle in
the first book of the Nicomachean Ethics, as I discussed in the chapter 1.2.1.

This idea that the nature of human beings is two-fold is introduced by Michael in his summery
of the Nicomachean Ethics, at the beginning of the commentary. He distinguishes between a part
consisting of the body and soul, and a part that is the intellect. In his description of the intellect,
Michael of Ephesus refers to other works by Aristotle, such as the Magna Moralia, De Anima, and the

first book of the Nicomachean Ethics, in order to show that this thought is derived from Aristotle.”® This

’® The two-fold nature of humans is often stressed. See 571,23; 576,25; 578,17; 580,6; 588,34; 590,31; 591,18;
598,9; also see Wilberding & Trompeter 2019, n.8. The word dittdc is used by Aristotle as well, for example at
1102b29, 1103a2,and 1103a14, where Aristotle discusses the two-fold division of the soul (the rational part and
the non-rational part of the soul) and the two types of virtue, intellectual and moral virtue, which are
connected to the different parts of the soul.

7 Also see Wilberding & Trompeter 2019, n.8.

% See Wilberding & Trompeter 2019, 139 n.332.
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part that is the intellect is also referred to as ‘the human being in the highest and primary sense’.*'
The first part, the compound of the body and soul, is inferior to the intellect. Michael ascribes this
view to Aristotle,”” who describes the soul as two-fold (81tt6¢). ¥ The idea that human nature is

compound can also be found in the Nicomachean Ethics.*

Michael of Ephesus concludes that, since human nature is two-fold, eudaimonia is also two-fold: on the
one hand, there is intellectual and complete eudaimonia, and on the other hand, external and political
eudaimonia. The first types of eudaimonia belongs to the political person that is described in 2B. This
type of eudaimonia depends on external factors, such as health, and it ‘blossoms upon the virtues®.
This is called political or practical eudaimonia by Michael and it is equated with Aristotle’s description
of eudaimonia in the politically active life (1G). The second kind of eudaimonia belong to the person
who is devoted to contemplation. This type of eudaimonia is called theoretical eudaimonia and it is
equated with eudaimonia through the activity of contemplation (1D).

2C

Sittdv yap OV &vBpwmov ovtog 6 @iAdoogog dofdlwv [...] Sirthv kai v eddatpoviav
€UPIOKEL, TV UEV voepav kal TeAeiav, fv KaAel Bewpntikny, v 8¢ UeTd TOV €KTOG
Vlotapévny. €ktog 8¢ Aéyovot TV Te To0 oWpatog Vyietav, TV Thg VAnG xopnyiav, thv

€VYEVELAY KAl TNV EVTEKVIAV.

For this philosopher [i.e. Aristotle] is of the opinion that human beings are two-fold [...] And
so he discovers that eudaimonia, too, is two-fold: the one [kind] is intellectual and complete,

which he calls ‘theoretical’, and the other [kind] is exists together with external [factors]. It is

81 1ov Gvtwg kol pdAota kai Tpwtws &vBpwtov, In Eth. Nic. X 580,6-7.

% For example, at 571,35 and 576,30.

# Aristotle describes the two-fold nature of the soul in Eth. Nic. 1102b-1103a.

% Aristotle describes the human nature as compound (60vBeto¢) in Eth. Nic, 1177b26-30 and 1178a20-22.

% In Eth. Nic. X 571,22. Reading énavBoloa taig &petais instead of énavBoloa taig ndovaic. See Wilberding &
Trompeter 2019 n.282.
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said that the ‘external [factors]’ are the health of the body, material resources, noble birth,

and being blessed with children.

In Eth. Nic. X 571,34-572,6.

Although the similarities between Aristotle’s description of eudaimonia and Michael’s distinction
between theoretical and political eudaimonia are evident, the terms ‘political eudaimonia’ and
‘theoretical eudaimonia’ are not used in Aristotle’s description of eudaimonia. Still, Michael explicitly

connects his description of the two types of eudaimonia with Aristotle’s division of eudaimonia.

In Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, the relation between the two types of eudaimonia is debated, as I
discussed in chapter 1. While there seems to be a ranking in eudaimonia, where eudaimonia in the life
of contemplation is more preferable than eudaimonia in the life of political activity, Aristotle does not
explicitly state the hierarchical relationship between the kinds of eudaimonia. Michael of Ephesus is
more explicit about the relationship between the two. According to Michael of Ephesus, political
eudaimonia is the end of political virtue, meaning that it can be achieved through political virtue.*
Political eudaimonia is in its turn the measure and end of theoretical eudaimonia, revealing the
relationship between the two types of eudaimonia.

In Michael of Ephesus’ interpretation of the two types of eudaimonia, he recognizes the
hierarchical relationship between political and theoretical eudaimonia explicitly, connecting
theoretical eudaimonia to the ‘real and primary human being’.

According to Michael of Ephesus, political eudaimonia is the end of political virtue, meaning
that it can be achieved through political virtue.” Theoretical eudaimonia is in its turn the measure and
end of political eudaimonia, revealing the relationship between the two types of eudaimonia.

2D

TAG UEV Yap GpeTh§ HETPOV Kal TENOG 1) ToATIkN e0datpovia, TG 8¢ ToALTIKTG 0dopOViag 1)

Bewpnrikr] evdapovia.

8 In Eth. Nic. X 571,30-34.
8 In Eth. Nic. X 571,30-34.
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For political eudaimonia is the measure and end of virtue, but contemplative eudaimonia is [the

measure and end] of political eudaimonia.

In Eth. Nic. X 579,9-10.

In 2D Michael of Ephesus states the relationship between the two types of eudaimonia, suggesting that
theoretical eudaimonia is superior to political eudaimonia. However, theoretical eudaimonia it is not
independent of political eudaimonia. Since human nature is two-fold and one part of the human being,
the intellect, is superior to the other, it follows that one kind of eudaimonia is higher and more
complete than the other. Michael establishes the hierarchical relationship between the two by stating
that theoretical eudaimonia supervenes on political eudaimonia.®

2E

¢v udv @ mpdtw PiPpMw eime mept moMtikfig e0Sapoviag, kad® v 6 moAiTikdg e0daiuwy

KOOUET Ta Xelpw TA Adyw, €v ToUTw d¢ Afyer mept Thig Bewpntikiic evdatpoviag kal tod Kat’

a0tV €0daipovog, 6 0TV O TPWTWG Kal GVTwg AvOpwmog kai 0 AANOvOg dvOpwog, 0 £v Nuiv

dnAovdti voig Kal €mtytvOpeVog O To100ToG eDdAiUWY TG TOAITIK® €0daipovL.

In the first book Aristotle discussed political eudaimonia, by which the politically happy person
arranges the worse [parts of his soul] with reason, and in this book he discusses theoretical
eudaimonia and the man who is happy according to it, and this is the primary and real human
being and the true human being - the intellect within us, clearly - and this kind of happy

person supervenes on the political happy person.

8 ‘Supervene’ is the translation of the Greek £mtyivesBat. As Lautner 2021 stresses, this term does not relate to

the modern philosophical notion of supervenience. Instead, this term explains that theoretical eudaimonia
builds upon political eudaimonia, creating a relationship between the two types of eudaimonia in which
theoretical eudaimonia is dependent on political eudaimonia. This relationship is causal to a certain extent. See
Lautner 2021, 216-217. Lautner also suggests a different interpretation of éntyivesOai, where he compares the
relation between the two kinds of eudaimonia to the relation of form and matter. For this interpretation, see
Lautner 2021, 218.
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In Eth. Nic. X 578.18-23.

Since theoretical eudaimonia depends on political eudaimonia, theoretical eudaimonia can only be
achieved after political eudaimonia has been reached. Because theoretical eudaimonia can be achieved
only after political eudaimonia, Michael seems to suggest that the relationship between political
eudaimonia and theoretical eudaimonia is causal. The causal relationship between the two comes from
the conviction that the practical virtues are needed to create a suitable condition for theoretical
eudaimonia.” The practical virtues are responsible for moderating the passions and emotions and only
after the passions and emotions are regulated, humans can enjoy theoretical eudaimonia.” One of the
functions of political eudaimonia, then, is to lead humans to theoretical eudaimonia.” While political
eudaimonia is needed in order to obtain theoretical eudaimonia, it is no longer necessary after
theoretical eudaimonia has been achieved.

Michael of Ephesus recognizes an hierarchical relationship between political and theoretical
eudaimonia, where theoretical eudaimonia is superior to political eudaimonia. However, theoretical
eudaimonia also depends on political eudaimonia, as it can only be achieved after political eudaimonia
has been reached. Because of the interconnectedness of the two types of eudaimonia, Lautner suggests

that Michael considers a mixed life to be the supreme eudaimonia.”

In 2E, Michael of Ephesus refers to the ‘primary and real human being and the true human being.
This is the part of the human being that is the intellect, which has been described as the human being
in the highest and primary sense earlier in the commentary. Michael states that the activity of this
‘real and primary human being’ is the most excellent and complete, and therefore it is holier

(oepvdtepog) than political eudaimonia.” With this Michael of Ephesus returns to the question of piety

% In Ethic. Nic. X 578,30-579,1.

% See Lautner 2021, 217-218.

°! See Lautner 2021, 222.

°? Lautner 2021, 223.

2 goTv 0 TPWTWE Kl Bvtwg dvOpwmog kail 6 GAnOwog dvOpwnog. In Eth. Nic. X 578,21.
°* In Eth. Nic. X 580,5-12.
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in the Nicomachean Ethics X, where Aristotle stated that people who engage in contemplation are more

loved by the gods and that the gods will benefit people who engage in contemplation.

Michael provides another reason why political eudaimonia is lesser than theoretical eudaimonia,
concerning the self-sufficiency of eudaimonia. Political eudaimonia has a goal, namely to ensure
theoretical eudaimonia for citizens. Therefore, political eudaimonia is not choice-worthy for its own
sake, but rather for the sake of something else. So, while political eudaimonia is an end in itself, it is
not the most complete end. Since political eudaimonia is chosen not only for its own sake, but also for
the sake of something else, it is less self-sufficient that and less complete than theoretical eudaimonia,
which is chosen only for its own sake. This argumentation is in line with Aristotle’s view of eudaimonia

in the theoretical life and in the political life.

It is clear that Michael of Ephesus recognizes a hierarchical order in the two kinds of eudaimonia that
he describes. Where political eudaimonia is the result of virtue, theoretical eudaimonia can only be
achieved after political eudaimonia has been achieved. Michael also considers theoretical eudaimonia
more complete and more self-sufficient since it does not depend on external factors and is chosen
purely for its own sake, while political eudaimonia does depend on external factors and is chosen not

only for its own sake but also for the sake of ensuring theoretical eudaimonia for citizens.

In this chapter, I discussed In Ethica Nicomachea X, the twelfth-century Byzantine commentary by
Michael of Ephesus on the tenth book of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. In this commentary, Michael
of Ephesus distinguishes between two types of eudaimonia: theoretical and political eudaimonia. These
two types of eudaimonia correspond to two types of virtue: theoretical and political virtue. This
distinction into two is based on Michael’s view that human nature is two-fold, where a human being
consists of, on the one hand, body and soul, and on the other hand, intellect. This second part, the
intellect, is considered to be the real and primary human being. The activity that is proper to this real
and primary human being is theoretical activity and this activity results in the most complete kind of
eudaimonia, theoretical eudaimonia. Political eudaimonia is viewed as lesser, since it has a goal and

therefore is not choice-worthy purely for its own sake, thus creating a ranking between the two kinds
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of eudaimonia. Michael of Ephesus also suggests that the two kinds of eudaimonia have a certain causal
connection, since political eudaimonia is necessary in order to obtain theoretical eudaimonia.

The terms ‘theoretical eudaimonia’ (Bewpnrikn evdopovia) and ‘political eudaimonia’
(moAttikn e0darpovia) are not used by Aristotle, but the two kinds of eudaimonia evidently refer to the
types of eudaimonia that Aristotle discusses in the Nicomachean Ethics: eudaimonia in the contemplative
life and eudaimonia in political life. The connection that Michael of Ephesus makes between the two
kinds of eudaimonia and the two different kinds of virtue suggests that he has been influenced by
Neoplatonic thought. The connection with Neoplatonism is enhanced by the fact that Michael of
Ephesus uses Neoplatonic terminology and refers to Plato and Plotinus. The different kinds of virtue
and the Greek terms that are used are reminiscent of a development in Neoplatonic thought, namely
the scale of virtues. In the next chapter, I will look into the Neoplatonic scale of virtues and compare

the use of this scale of virtues to the use of the terms in Michael of Ephesus.
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3. The Neoplatonic Scale of Virtues

In the previous chapter, I discussed Michael of Ephesus’ interpretation of eudaimonia and the division
he makes into two kinds of eudaimonia: political eudaimonia (Bswpntikr ebdaipovia) and theoretical
eudaimonia (oAitikr| eddarpovia). These terms are not used by Aristotle, but rather find their origin
in Neoplatonic philosophy. The terms are related to the scale of virtues, which is first introduced by
Plotinus and developed by later Neoplatonic philosophers. In this chapter, I discuss the Neoplatonic
scale of virtues, from which the terms Michael of Ephesus uses are derived. I will first discuss the

development of the scale of virtues, before analyzing Michael of Ephesus’ interpretation of the scale.

3.1 Development of the Scale of Virtues
The scale of virtue describes the various stages of what O’Meara describes as ‘the progressive
divinization of the human soul’.” Divinization (8éwoig) is defined by the Neoplatonic philosopher
Pseudo-Dionysius as the assimilation and unification, as far as possible, to god.” Neoplatonists
consider this divinization of the soul as the goal of philosophy. This ideal of divinization is already
found in earlier Platonists, such as Alcinous, and might even go back to Pythagoras.”” The ideal of
assimilation to god is found in Plato’s Theaetetus:

3A

310 kat mepdobar xpr) EVOEVOE €keloe @evyelv OTL TaXLOTA. QUYT O¢ Opoiwolg Be® katd TO

Suvatdv.

Therefore, it is necessary that one attempts to escape to the other world as soon as possible:

and escaping is becoming like God as much as possible.”®

PL Tht. 176B 1-2.

% 0’Meara 2003, 40.

% 1 8¢ Béwolic EoTiv 1 TIPOG OOV WG EPIKTOV dpouoiwais Te kal Evworg. Ps. Dionysius Areopagita, De Ecclesiastica
Hierarchia, 1, 3, 376a.

7 0'Meara 2003, 31-32.

% The translations of Plato are my own.
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The ideal of assimilation to god is not only found in Plato and Platonist philosophers, but also in later
Greek philosophers, such as Epicurus, Stoics, and, as I discussed in chapter 1, Aristotle. In the
Nicomachean Ethics, the ideal of divinization is present in the discussion of the theoretical life in 1F.

In his description of the theoretical life, Aristotle states that humans must attempt to become
immortal as much as possible, which is a reference to Plato’s Theaetetus-passage.” Aristotle describes
the intellect as something divine, and therefore the life in accordance with it is divine, as well its
activity. By partaking in contemplation, one can become immortal as far as humans can become
immortal.

The divinization of the soul is a goal in many philosophical schools after Plato, and it often
has a political dimension as well.'” In the Nicomachean Ethics, this political dimension becomes clear
in the discussion of eudaimonia, when Aristotle distinguishes eudaimonia through contemplation from

political eudaimonia through political activity.'"

For the Neoplatonists, divinization of the soul is connected to Plotinus’ metaphysical theory of the
three levels of divinity, also known as the three hypostases: soul, intellect, and the One.'” According
to Plotinus, the lower levels exist only in virtue of the higher levels, meaning that all levels are
connected to each other. Since everything is derived from the One, there is a direct link between the
human soul and the One. Therefore, the soul is divine in relation to the higher levels of divinity. In
later Neoplatonism, the more levels of divinization are added.'” The different stages of divinization

correspond to the different grades on the scale of virtues.

The scale of virtues is first introduced by Plotinus in Ennead 1.2. It begins with political virtue and
advances to ‘higher’ virtues (ueiCwv dpetn). Plotinus recovers the idea of ‘political virtue’ from the

description of the cardinal virtues in Plato’s Republic. In Plotinus’ interpretation of the description,

* See Sedley 1999 324-328.

100 See O’Meara 2003, 33.

1% Aristotle’s distinction into two types of happiness implies a political dimension in the divinization of the
soul. This connection is even stronger in Michael of Ephesus, who believes that theoretical eudaimonia can only
be achieved after political eudaimonia has been attained.

192 For a more detailed overview of Neoplatonism, see Remes 2008.

19 See O'Meara 2003, 36-39.
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1."* The cardinal virtues are

the virtues are seen as the proper functions of different parts of the sou
interpreted by Plotinus as political virtues, which are considered to be lesser compared to other,
higher virtues. While these lesser, political (or civic) virtues relate to the life of a good citizen or a
good human, the other, greater virtues are associated with purification that is divine.'” Plotinus here
differentiates between the lesser political virtues and the greater purificatory virtues, creating a

hierarchical ranking in the different types of virtue. The purificatory virtues are found in Plato’s

Phaedo and these lead the soul to the Intellect.'®

The similarities of Plotinus’ view of virtues and Aristotelian virtue is described by 0'Meara.'” 0’'Meara
stresses that there is no hard proof that Plotinus read the Nicomachean Ethics, but also points out that
Plotinus only explicitly mentions Plato as his source, and never refers to other philosophers by
name.'® While it is nearly impossible to be certain, it seems quite likely that Plotinus was familiar with
Aristotle’s Ethics, at least to some extent. O’'Meara suggests that the division into political and
purificatory virtues that Plotinus makes is based on the Aristotelian division of moral and theoretical

109

virtues.'” O’Meara compares the Aristotelian distinction between the practically happy life and the
theoretically happy life with Plotinus’ division into different virtue, that correspond to different levels
of happiness." For Plotinus, the different reaches of life are related to the scale of virtues.

Although the similarities between the Nicomachean Ethics and Plotinus’ theory of virtue and

happiness are telling, there are also major differences, specifically concerning the metaphysical

background of the different ethical theories. Nonetheless, as O'Meara states, later commentators such

104 See O'Meara 2003, 40.

105 See Tuominen 2022, 368.

1% See Finamore 2012, 113.

1 0’Meara sets out different aspects in Plotinus’ ethical theory that show similarities with Aristotelian ethics,
where sometimes Plotinus criticizes Aristotelian ethical thinking, while at other times, including certain ideas
into his own theories. Furthermore, it is worth noting that the main principles and issues of the ethical
theories of Aristotle and Plotinus are similar. The metaphysical background of their theories, however, is
dissimilar. For an elaborate discussion of the influence of Aristotelian ethics on Plotinus’ ethical theory, see
O’Meara 2012.

18 0’Meara 2012, 54.

1% 0'Meara 2012, 56.

110 9’Meara 2012, 61.
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a Michael of Ephesus applied the Plotinian terminology of ‘political virtue’ to Aristotelian ethical

thinking in their commentaries.'"

Plotinus, however, does not mention theoretical virtue explicitly. This types of virtue is added by
Plotinus’ student Porphyry. Porphyry expanded this ranking of virtues to four levels of virtue. These
four levels are political, purificatory, theoretical and paradigmatic virtue.

Porphyry’s student lamblichus developed the scale even more in his treatise On Virtue, which
did not survive to this day, but likely was still around in 11" century Byzantine.'* lamblichus adds
three more grades of virtue to the scale. He places natural virtue as the lowest level of the scale and
he also adds ethical virtue, which he places between natural virtue and political virtue. As O’'Meara
mentions, the notion of ethical virtue in Iamblichus is reminiscent of Aristotle’s idea of moral virtue

in the Nicomachean Ethics.*”

However, Aristotle’s moral virtue employs practical insight (phronesis),
unlike Tamblichus’ ethical virtue. Nonetheless, Iamblichus’ interpretation of ethical virtue is
connected to reason. lamblichus’ ethical virtue is explained by Finamore as behaviour taught to a
child, and children use lower-level reasoning.'* Iamblichus believes that natural virtues are
genetically determined, whereas ethical virtues are learned through repetition and are, to a certain
extent, rational.
At the highest level of the scale of virtues, lamblichus adds hieratic or theurgic virtue, creating

a scale of seven levels in total:""

1. Hieratic/Theurgic (iepatikai /Beovpyikai)

2. Paradigmatic (tapaderypatikai)

3. Contemplative (Bswpntikai)

4. Purificatory (kaBaptixai)

' See O'Meara 2012, 66. As I have shown before, Michael of Ephesus uses terminology which seems to have
been taken from Neoplatonic philosophy, especially the terminology concerning virtue.

2 0’Meara 2003, 46 suggests that the work was available to the 11th century Byzantine commentator Michael
Psellus. If this is the case, it is fair to assume that the work by lamblichus was available to Michael of Ephesus
as well.

'’ O’Meara 2003, 46-47.

14 Finamore 2012, 117.

115 This list is taken from Finamore 2012, 114.
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5. Political (mohitikad)
6. Ethical (R0ikai)

7. Natural (puotkai)

The higher the virtues are placed in the scale, the more they relate to reason. Reason plays an
important role in regulating the lower parts of the soul in political virtue.'® The virtues relate to

different stages of divinity. The higher the virtue, the closer it bring one to divinity.

3.2 Scale of virtues in Michael of Ephesus
In the previous section, I discussed the development of the Neoplatonic scale of virtues and I examined
the Aristotelian background of the division of virtues. It is clear that Michael of Ephesus takes the
terms in his description of virtue from the Neoplatonic tradition. The terms ‘ethical virtue’ and
‘political virtue’, as well as the term ‘theoretical virtue’, that are used by Michael of Ephesus are
derived from the Neoplatonic scale of virtues. However, Michael of Ephesus distinguishes between
only two types of virtue, following Aristotle’s distinction into moral and intellectual virtue, see 1A. As
I discussed in the previous section, this might be the inspiration for Plotinus’ initial distinction
between political virtues and higher virtues.

Michael of Ephesus sates that virtue, like the soul, is two-fold. He offers two possible
interpretations of virtue, one Platonic interpretation and one Aristotelian interpretation.

3C
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After having shown that eudaimonia is an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue, since
virtue is two-fold - practical virtue, which the Peripatetics call both ‘political’ virtue and

‘ethical’ virtue (for the Platonists say that the political virtues are different from the ethical

¢ Finamore 2012, 118.
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virtues); since, then, virtue is according to them two-fold - ethical virtue and contemplative

virtue, for this reason eudaimonia, too, is two-fold.

In Eth. Nic. X 578,12-17.

Michael of Ephesus explains that practical virtue is the same as ethical virtue and political virtue for
the Peripatetics, while the Platonists consider these to be different types of virtue. This division into
the Platonists and the Peripatetic shows that Michael is aware of the Neoplatonic scale of virtue, as he
states that the Platonists differentiate between ethical and political virtue. Although he uses
(Neo)Platonic term, Michael of Ephesus opt for the more Aristotelian interpretation of the two
options. He states that he uses the two-fold distinction between practical/political/ethical and
theoretical virtue that is used by the Peripatetics.

While Michael of Ephesus uses Neoplatonic terminology in his description of virtue, he does
not adopt the Neoplatonic framework of the scale of virtues. Instead, he opts for the interpretation of

virtue that he ascribes to the Peripatetics.

Michael of Ephesus describes different interpretation of virtue, but he does not argue in favor of one
of the two interpretations. He does not take a side in the discussion between Platonists and Peripatetcs
on the different types of virtue. Instead he simply outlines the different traditions, explaining both
the Neoplatonic interpretation of the different virtues and the Peripatetic interpretation, without
judging either tradition, see 3C.

In his commentary, Michael of Ephesus opts for the Peripatetic interpretation of the different virtues,
because that is the interpretation that is closest to Aristotle’s own distinction between intellectual
and moral virtue. It is worth noting that in 3C, Michael of Ephesus talks about Peripatetics and
Platonists, instead of ‘us’ and ‘them’. This shows that Michael of Ephesus does not consider himself to
be neither a Peripatetic nor a Platonist, but he approaches the discussion by highlighting different

interpretations of the virtues. He does not suggest that one of the interpretations of virtue is better
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than the other, but rather, he chooses the interpretation that stays closest to the original text by

Aristotle.”

The reason that Michael of Ephesus picks the Aristotelian interpretation is in line with the principle
aim of the commentary: to explain Aristotle’s text. To achieve his goal, Michael relies on terminology
and theories from philosophical traditions that he and his contemporary readers would have been
familiar with, such as the Neoplatonic tradition. By using familiar terminology, Michael of Ephesus is

able to explain Aristotle more easily to his readers.

Michael of Ephesus not only refers to Neoplatonism in 3C, but connects Neoplatonic ideas to
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics at multiple points in the commentary, for example in 2A. According to
Michael, the political virtues play a role in controlling the human passions, while intellectual virtues
contribute to contemplation and the Neoplatonic ideal of divinization, see 3A. Although Michael of
Ephesus refers to Plato in 2A, it becomes evident in 3C that he is not reading Aristotle in a
‘Neoplatonizing’ way, as Steel calls it. ''® Michael of Ephesus is simply rephrasing Aristotle and
explaining his text, since this ideal of divinization is already present in Aristotle, although he phrases
it differently, in 1F. This ‘Neoplatonizing’ element does not come from Michael of Ephesus, but is

already present in Aristotle and simply made explicit by Michael.

3.3 Conclusion
Michael of Ephesus is not, then, reading Aristotle in as a Platonist nor an Aristotelian. Rather, Michael
uses other philosophical traditions to explain Aristotle’s text. Aristotle often refers to Plato’s

philosophy, either to argue against Plato, for example in the first book of the Nicomachean Ethics," or

" Wilberding & Trompeter 2019, 5 claims that Michael of Ephesus rejects the scale of virtue. Although it is
clear that he does not adopt the Neoplatonic framework behind the scale of virtues, he does not necessarily
reject it. Instead, he simply explains the difference between the Aristotelian and Platonist interpretation of
virtue and uses the Aristotelian interpretation, since this serves the purpose of his commentary best.

¥ Steel 2002, 56.

" In EN 1.6 Aristotle discusses the idea of a universal good, clearly referring to Plato’s Forms, and argues
against this idea.
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to employ similar ideas, such as the idea of the divinization of the soul. These references are explained
by Michael of Ephesus, as I have shown.

Michael does not ‘force Aristotle in a Platonic mould’, as Mercken describes,'”® but refers to
other thinkers and theories in order to explain Aristotle’s philosophy. He also uses terminology that
is not found in Aristotle, but finds its origins in other philosophical schools, for example the different
types of virtues. Michael does not adopt a Neoplatonic framework, but instead draws from different
philosophical traditions in order to explain Aristotle’s work. This is not surprising, considering the

philosophical tradition of commentaries.

120 Mercken 2016, 470.
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4, Context of Commentary

Michael of Ephesus’ commentary is often taken together with the commentaries on Aristotle and Plato
in late antiquity. This results in attempt to label Michael of Ephesus as a Platonist or an Aristotelian.
However, the context in which Michael of Ephesus wrote his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics is
vastly different than the context of the commentaries written in late antiquity. In this chapter, I will
first look at the commentary tradition in late antiquity, before considering the historical context of

the twelfth-century Byzantine Empire in which Michael produced his commentary.

4.1 The Commentary Tradition in Late Antiquity

The first commentaries on philosophical texts were written around the third century CE,"” but the
tradition of writing commentaries on Aristotle really started taking form in the first century CE. The
earliest surviving commentaries on Aristotle are by Alexander of Aphrodisias from the second century
CE." The early commentaries were written by Aristotelians within the context of the Peripatetic
school. Fazzo refers to these commentators as ‘Aristotelian commentators on Aristotle’.’” While these
commentators have been considered unoriginal for a long time, more recent scholarship recognizes

124

the commentaries as a way of doing philosophy.'” Working in the commentary tradition offered

philosophers the possibility to anchor innovative ideas in Aristotle’s authority. '*

The commentary tradition was essential to the development of Aristotelianism."”® Commentaries had

two functions: it ensured the preservation of the original text, as well as the opportunity to develop

2! Diogene Laértius mentions Crantor of Soli, who lived in the third century BCE, as the first commentator on
Plato, see Tarrant and Baltzly 2024, and Dillon 1996, 42-43. The oldest surviving commentary is an anonymous
commentary on Plato’s Theaetetus, written between the first century BCE and the second century CE.

122 See Sorabji 2016, 1.

123 Fazz0 2004, 7.

124 See Sorabji 2016, 26-29. Sorabji recognizes the philosophical potential of the commentaries and stresses the
originality of certain ideas in the commentaries. Fazzo 2004,7 refers to the commentaries as reworkings of
Aristotle’s philosophy, which reveals both the connection to Aristotle’s philosophy as well as the presence of
original thought.

1% For the concept of anchoring innovative ideas, see Agut-Labordére and Versluys 2022, for example; “Often,
but not always, as a process of creative friction through which convention and divergence, tradition and
innovation are mediated through anchoring.” Agut-Labordere and Versluys 2022, ix.

1% See Fazzo 2004, 3.
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original ideas based on the Aristotelian doctrine. Thus, the goals of the commentators was also two-
fold. They not only strove for internal coherence of Aristotle’s oeuvre, but also competed amongst
each other concerning their rival interpretations of Aristotle’s words. Nonetheless, the authority of
Aristotle overshadowed the individual commentator, and the main purpose of the commentaries was
to explain Aristotle’s text.'”” Due to Aristotle’s authority, the commentaries were considered

impersonal, resulting in the fact that many commentaries that are transmitted anonymously.

As Christianity and Neoplatonism became increasingly popular, Neoplatonic references began
appearing more often in the commentaries on Aristotle. The commentators strove for a harmony
between Aristotle and Plato. In order to create this harmony between Aristotle and Plato, the
commentators and philosophers had to formulate new ideas, resulting in philosophical thought that
was a mixture between the two original philosophies.'”

The harmony between Plato and Aristotle was accepted by most commentators, but Sorabji

names two commentators on Aristotle as exceptions: Themistius (317-390)'” and Michael of

130 1131

Ephesus.” He claims that these two commentators ‘remained more Aristotelian than Platonist
Sorabji mentions Michael of Ephesus as an exemption to the Neoplatonic reading of Aristotle,

considering him to be an Aristotelian rather than Platonist.

I already mentioned the trend to refer to Michael of Ephesus in terms of ‘Aristotelian’ or ‘Platonist’ in
the introduction, and many scholars consider Michael of Ephesus to be an Aristotelian, but also

recognize his Aristotelian attitude."”

However, it is important to remember that Michael of Ephesus
is heir to the tradition of harmonizing Plato and Aristotle, which results in Neoplatonic influences
that are present in the commentary. Despite the nearly eight centuries between the two

commentators, Sorabji names Michael of Ephesus together with Themistius. This reveals the pitfall

127 See Fazzo 2004, 4-5.

128 See Sorabyji 2016, 5.

129 See Blumenthal 2016 for more on Themistius as the ‘last’ Aristotelian commentator.

13 Sorabji 2016, 3.

1 Sorabji 2016, 3.

132 For example, Praechter 1931, Sorabji 2016, Mercken 2016, Steel 2002, and Wilberding & Trompeter 2019.
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when examining Michael of Ephesus as a commentator. Since he is often put together with The
commentators from late antiquity, Michael of Ephesus is often labelled either an Aristotelian or

Platonist, instead of recognizing him as a Byzantine scholar.

4.2 The Byzantine Context of the Commentary

Michael of Ephesus wrote his commentary in the twelfth century in the Byzantine empire, which is a
very different context from which the earlier commentaries on Aristotle were written. Where
previous commentators on Aristotle were often directly connected to the Peripatetic school, Michael
of Ephesus is not. Instead, he is a scholar and he is not trying to defend one philosophical school over
another, but rather, he attempts to explain what Aristotle’s text means. Therefore, the commentary
should be approached as a scholarly commentary, rather than a philosophical commentary.'”
Throughout the commentary, Michael of Ephesus’ goal is clear: to explain Aristotle’s
doctrines. Staying close to Aristotle’s text, Michael avoids digressions and opinions."* Neither does he
take a stance in defending one school of thought, as becomes clear in 3C, where he discusses the
disagreement between the Peripatetics and the Platonists. Michael does not seem to prefer one over
the other, but simply picks the explanation that fits Aristotle’s interpretation best, which is the

interpretation of the Peripatetic school.

The production of Byzantine philosophical commentaries in the twelfth century was in line with the
flourishing classical scholarship. Scholar not only wrote philosophical commentaries, but also
produced commentaries on poetry."”® The goal of these commentaries was to understand the text,
which is clearly also the principle aim of Michael of Ephesus’ commentary.

The focus of the twelfth century commentaries was on scholarship. The commentaries on

Aristotle commissioned by Anna

'3 This is also argued by Kaldellis 2009, 37.
" See Kaldellis 2009, 38.
13 For more on the commentaries on poetry, see Kaldellis 2009.

43



Comnena were used as a framework for innovation, anchored in Aristotle’s thought.”® The
commentaries also reflect Christian values, which causes Frankopan to suggest that Comnena’s
interest in Aristotelian philosophy was an attempt to reconcile the pagan world with Christianity."’
Although the Christian values are certainly noticeable in Michael of Ephesus’ commentary, they
remain in the background and they do not interfer with Michael of Ephesus’ primary goal, which is to

explain Aristotle’s text."*®

When the commentary was translated into Latin in the thirteenth century, it became available for the
Latin scholars in Western Europe. The commentary by Michael of Ephesus had a lasting influence on

interpretations of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics."”

4.3 Conclusion

In this chapter, I examined the context in which Michael of Ephesus wrote his commentary and
compared this to the context in which commentaries were written in late antiquity. While there are
certain similarities, for example the fact that both the Byzantine and the ancient commentaries use
Aristotle’s work as an anchor for their own innovative ideas, there are also many differences. The most
important difference is the primary aim of the commentaries between the commentaries from late
antiquity and the commentaries from the Byzantine empire. The commentaries written in late
antiquity are linked to a philosophical school and focus on justifying inconsistencies, while also trying
to harmonize the Aristotelian and Platonic tradition. The Byzantine commentaries, however, are
written in a different context and attempt to explain the Aristotelian doctrine. While Michael of
Ephesus uses Neoplatonic terminology, he does not attempt to reconcile Plato and Aristotle. Instead,

he simply explains Aristotle’s text, while drawing on his philosophical predecessors.

136 See Frankopan 2009, 54.

37 Frankopan 2009, 54.

138 Kaldellis 2009, 38. In addition to Christian values, there are also references in the commentary to Proclus,
who was considered a ‘dangerous pagan philosopher’, see Steel 2002, 51 for an elaborate discussion of Proclus
in the commentary by Michael of Ephesus.

1% See Steel 2002, 56.
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5. Conclusion

In this thesis, [ aimed to answer the question what is the best way to approach Michael of Ephesus as
a commentator on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics considering his interpretation of eudaimonia. To
answer this question, I focused on the discussion of eudaimonia in the tenth book of Aristotle’s
Nicomachean Ethics and Michael of Ephesus interpretation of these two types of eudaimonia in his
commentary on the tenth book of the Nicomachean Ethics.

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle distinguishes between two types of eudaimonia, one in the
life of contemplation and one in the life of ethical virtue. Contemplation is the activity in accordance
with the intellect, which is divine, and therefore, eudaimonia through contemplation is an attempt to
become as much as the gods as possible. Aristotle states that nothing that belongs to happiness is
incomplete but the division into two types of eudaimonia suggests that at least one of the forms of
eudaimonia is incomplete. This division is a point of discussion in modern scholarship, where one
solution is offered by Hardie, who distinguished between an inclusive and a dominant interpretation
of eudaimonia. The division, however, is not only discussed in modern scholarship, but also by the
Byzantine scholar Michael of Ephesus in his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics X.

Michael of Ephesus explains the division in Aristotle’s text with terms that are derived from
the Neoplatonic scale of virtues. Political and theoretical eudaimonia, as Michael of Ephesus calls the
two types of happiness, can be obtained by practicing their respective types of virtue, political and
theoretical virtue. These types of virtue are placed in the Neoplatonic scale of virtues, which is first
introduced by Plotinus and expanded by later Neoplatonist philosophers. The fact that Michael of
Ephesus uses this Neoplatonic terminology, as well as has the fact that he explicitly refers to Plato and

Plotinus, has resulted in attempts to frame Michael of Ephesus in term of ‘Aristotelian’ and ‘Platonist’.

The goal of the commentary, however, is not to defend a certain philosophical school, but rather, to
understand Aristotle’s text. In order to explain Aristotle as well as possible, Michael of Ephesus relies
on multiple philosophical traditions, borrowing their terminology without adopting their
philosophical framework. It is not surprising that Michael of Ephesus uses Platonist and Aristotelian

doctrine alongside each other, as he is heir to a long tradition of commentaries that are trying to
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harmonize Plato and Aristotle. When it comes to virtue, the link between Aristotle and Neoplatonism
is also not surprising, considering that Aristotle’s distinction between moral virtue and intellectual
virtue in the Nicomachean Ethics might have been the inspiration for Plotinus’ distinction between
political virtue and theoretical virtue.

It is important to note that Michael’s references to Plato and Plotinus are used to explain
Aristotle’s ideas, not to debunk them. He does not prefer one philosophical school over another, but,
as a neutral scholar, explains Aristotle’s text according to his abilities and using terminology that he
deems fit. Therefore, it is better to regard Michael of Ephesus as neither an Aristotelian nor a Platonist,

but rather to recognize him as a Byzantine scholar and philosopher.

When it comes to Michael of Ephesus, it is best to approach him a Byzantine scholar and philosopher.
Considering the context in which Michael of Ephesus wrote his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics,
it is evident that he differs greatly from the commentators on Aristotle from late antiquity. In his
commentary, Michael of Ephesus shows himself not as an Aristotelian nor as a Platonist, but rather as
a learned scholar, who is able to explain Aristotle’s text. With the Latin translation by Robert
Grossesteste, the commentaries by Michael of Ephesus were spread to the Latin speaking scholars in

Western Europe, influencing our interpretation of the Nicomachean Ethics to this day.
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