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Section 1 The Nicomachean Ethics on the self-sufficiency of happiness (eudaimonia): two
treatments, two different glosses on the self-sufficiency requirement

T1 N.E.1.7 Happiness must be teleios (complete, final, end-like) and autarkes (self-sufficient) (cf.
Plato, Philebus 67a9).

‘Now by self-sufficient we do not mean that which is sufficient for a man by himself, for one who
lives a solitary life, but also for parents, children, wife and in general for his friends and fellow-
citizens, since man is born for citizenship. ... The self-sufficient we now define as that which on its
own makes life desirable and lacking in nothing, and such we think happiness to be.” 1097b8ff

T 2 A new development in N.E. 10.7: Aristotle offers several criteria for identifying thedria,
contemplative activity, as happiness. Among these, self-sufficiency:

T2a ‘For the self-sufficiency that is spoken of must belong most to contemplative activity. For while a
philosopher as well as a just man or one possessing any other virtue, needs the necessaries of life,
when they are adequately equipped with things of that sort the just man needs people towards
whom and with whom he shall act justly, and the temperate man, the brave man and so on, but the
philosopher, even when by himself, can contemplate truth, and the better the wiser he is; perhaps
he can do so better if he has fellow workers, but still he is the most self-sufficient’ (1077a27ff)

N.E. 10.8 adds a further reason why a life of contemplation is better/happier than a life practising
ethical virtues. Both lives have basic needs to be satisfied, but

T2b ‘the liberal man will need money for the doing of his liberal deeds, and the just man too will
need it for the returning of services ...and the brave man will need power .. and the temperate man
will need opportunity. ... But the man who is contemplating the truth needs no such thing, at least
with a view to the exercise of his activity, indeed they are, one may say, even hindrances to his
contemplation. (1178a25ff)

The puzzle: two very different glosses of self-sufficiency
In T1 the self-sufficiency of eudaimonia is glossed in a broad way

In T2 it is glossed in a narrow way, so that an activity needing others as recipients or companions is
not self-sufficient (T2a) ; similarly an activity needing resources or opportunities to practise it is not
self-sufficient (T2b).

Section 2 Self-sufficiency for a polis

T3 Plato, Republic 2. 369b5
Then, | said, a city comes about, as it seems to me, because we are not, any of us, self-sufficient
autapkng, but have very many needs. Or can you think of any other reason why a city is founded?

T4 Thucydides 2.36. Pericles’ Funeral Speech

And then we ourselves, who are here today and mostly in the prime of life, have added to it <the
arché) in most ways and have rendered our city fully self-sufficient both for war and for peace
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Some passages from Aristotle Politics
T5a The complete association composed of several villages is the polis; it has attained the limit of full



self-sufficiency. Though it came into existence for the sake of living, it exists for the sake of living
well. Pol 1.1.7
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T5b If each individual when separate is not self-sufficient, he is related to the polis as a part to the
whole, while one who can’t or doesn’t need to join the community through self-sufficiency is not a
part of the polis, so that he is either a beast or a god.
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T5c¢ And a polis is an association of clans and villages for a complete and self-sufficient life; that is, as
we say, living well and finely. Pol 3.5.14, 1281al

T5d A polis consisting of too few people will not be self-sufficient — but the polis is self-sufficient —
while one consisting of too many is self-sufficient in necessities, but as an ethnos, not a polis, for it’s
not easy for it to have a politeia. Pol 7.4.7 1326b1 ff.

T5e These then are the occupations that virtually every polis requires <viz. food production, technai,
weapons, money, priesthoods and courts>, for the polis is not any old multitude, but one self-
sufficient for life, and if any of these is missing it is impossible for such an association to be self-
sufficient 7.7.5, 1328b15

T5f (On the question: what kind of territory should a polis have) all would praise the autarkestateé,
and that means bearing every kind of produce, for to be autarkes is to have a supply of everything
and to be lacking in nothing 7.5.1 1326b27

Zimmerman, The Greek Commonwealth 5" ed 1931 286-7

How strong was the tradition <that a city must rule itself, clothe itself, feed itself etc> may be seen
by the way it lingered on, years after Greek traders had begun pouring in goods from east and west,
in the political economy of the philosophers.

Section 3 Self-sufficiency as a personal ideal: a few texts

T6 Democritus Taylor D 110 Foreign travel teaches self-sufficiency; barley-bread and straw are the
pleasantest remedies for hunger and weariness.

T7 from Xenophon Memorabilia

T7a Critias and Alcibiades chose to associate with Socrates in spite of disliking his lifestyle ‘for they
knew that Socrates lived autarkestata on very little, and was most self-controlled in his pleasures’ 1.
2.14

T7b By refusing payment for teaching, Socrates is free to take or refuse pupils, 1.5.5

T7c and by his frugal lifestyle he avoids being enslaved to physical pleasures, and all the time (he
claims) is becoming better and gaining better friends. 1.6.4-9

T7d Closing tribute to Socrates as pious, just, self-controlled etc, and wise in his judgements of good
and bad, relying on no others but self-sufficient in his recognition of these matters. autarkés pros tén
toutén gnésin. 4.8.11

T8 Xenophon Symposium 4.42 Antisthenes boasts of his frugal lifestyle; those for whom what they
have to hand suffices will not envy others: oig yap PEALOTO TA TApOVTA GPKET fKLOTA TGV AANOTPLWV
opéyovtal.



T9 Plato Republic 3, 387de (Socrates forbids the poetic depiction of men grieving a dead comrade)
But we say this too, that when it comes to living well the good man is the most self-sufficient,
aUTOG auT® autdpkng and has markedly less need than others of another person. True. So he least
of all people will find it terrible to lose a son or a brother or money or anything else.

T10 Aristotle, N.E. 4.3, 1125a13, describing the great-souled person (the megalopsuchos):
He’s the sort of person whose possessions are fine and unproductive rather than useful and
productive, since that is more proper to a self-sufficient person aUtdpkoug yap pdAlov

T11 Aristotle N.E. 8.10, on the difference between a tyrant and a king: the tyrant looks to his own
profit, the king to that of his subjects, for someone is not a king who is not self-sufficient and
provided with all the goods. Such a person needs nothing more.

Thus a person may be called autarkés on the strength of (inter alia) a frugal lifestyle (T6, T7a) or
independence of judgement (T7d), or not relying on others nor finding their loss something terrible
(T9). T 10 and T11: being self-sufficient is compatible with having considerable wealth of the right
kind and used in the right way.

Section 4 God as needing or lacking nothing

T12 Xenophanes DK A22.33ff And he said that it was not holy for any of the gods to be ruled by
another, and that none of them was in need of anything
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T13 Euripides, Heracles 1340-46. Heracles does not hold that gods chain each other up and so forth:
‘The god if he is truly god needs nothing’ &&ttat yap 0 Bgdg, einep €0t 6pBKC Bedg, 006evoC:

T14 Antiphon B.10 DK God lacks nothing nor receives anything from anybody, but is limitless and not
wanting in anything

T15 Xenophon Memorabilia 1.4.10 Socrates reproaches Aristodemus for not sacrificing to the gods.
Aristodemus replied ‘Socrates, in no way do | despise the godhead. But | think it is too grand to need
service from me.’
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T16 Xenophon Memorabilia 1.6.10 Socrates remarks that Antiphon thinks that happiness is luxury
and extravagance ( tpudnyv kal moAutélelav) but he, Socrates, holds that to need nothing is divine
(T0 unbevog belobal Belov).

Section 5 Friendship and self-sufficiency: the Lysis puzzle (Plato, Lysis )

T17 Plato, Lysis, 215a-b

The good person, qua good, is sufficient to himself, kab®’ doov ayaboc, katd tocolitov

lkovoc v £ln auT®. Hence he needs nothing; hence he won’t be fond of anything; hence he won’t
love anything; so the good man can’t be philos to good people, for when apart they won’t miss each
other and when present they won’t need each other.

Aristotle’s struggles with the question why the good man/the happy man needs friends.

T18 Aristotle, Nic Eth 9.9,1169b3 ff..

It is also disputed whether the happy man will need friends or not. It is said that the supremely
happy and self-sufficient have no need of friends o08év yap dpaaot delv didwv Toic paka-

piolg kat abtapkeowv-, for they have the things that are good and therefore, being self-sufficient,
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they need nothing further autdpkelg o0V dvtag ouSevoc Tpoodeiobal, while a friend, being another
self, furnishes what a man cannot provide by his own effort.

His question (in T18) is not: whether, being fully happy, a good person needs friends as well. But
rather, whether the having of friends is a necessary constituent of a flourishing life (Cooper 1999
337).

T19 N.E. 9.9 Commonplace reasons in favour: i) friends are the greatest of the ‘external goods’, ii) a
good person needs friends to do good things for (not to be benefited by them), iii) absurd to make
the makarios person solitary; no-one would chose to have all the goods but live a solitary life, for
man is political and born to live together with others moAttikov yap 6 GvBpwmog kat culfjv medpukog
The opposing view holds correctly that the good person has no need of useful friends or friends
merely for pleasure, but friends who are loved for their good character will be needed by the good
person. Aristotle goes on to offer some implausible arguments for this, based on the idea that a
friend is a second self, together with the plausible claim that life is hard when solitary, and it’s
difficult for the happy person to be continuously active by himself, easier with and towards others
oU yap padlov kab’ autov €vepyelv cuvex®g, Led’ €tépwy 6€ Kal pog AAAoUG pdov.

The Eudemian Ethics treatment of the same question (E.E. 7.12):

T20 A man who is self-sufficient doesn’t need friends for utility or for amusement or for company;
his own company is all he needs o0te To0 oulfjv- a0TOC yap alT® lkavog cuveival. This is most
evident in the case of God; since he lacks nothing, he will not need a friend, and since he does not
need one, he will not have one. Consequently the happiest human being will have very little need of
a friend except to the extent that self-sufficiency is not possible. (E.E. 7.12, 1244b5-7)
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avtapkn. (Aristotle will go on to reject this argument.)

T21 (our argument went astray through the comparison with God): ‘Because God is not of such a
nature to need friends, the same is claimed to be true of one who resembles
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But if one followed this line of argument, one would say that a virtuous man does not think of
anything, because that is not what makes God happy, being, as he is, too grand to think of anything
else except himself. The reason is that for us well-being involves something other than ourselves,
whereas he is his own well-being. (E.E. 1245b14-19)
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Section 6 : back to our puzzle: the self-sufficiency of happiness/the best life in N.E.1 and
N.E.10

Post script: Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus 130
We also regard self-sufficiency as a great good, not with the aim of always living off little, but so that
little will be sufficient for us if we do not have much.
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