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THE ROLE OF BEAUTY IN HUMAN HAPPINESS 

The ideals which have lighted my way, and time after time have given me new 
courage to face life, cheerfully, have been Kindness, Beauty and Truth. 

—Albert Einstein, The World as I see It1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

     In contemporary Western culture we tend to limit our use of the words “beauty” or 

“beautiful” to that which is visible and superficial.  Beauty or the beautiful was not 

always viewed in that manner.  Ancient philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle used 

kalos (beautiful in Greek) for that which is noble, good, moral, harmonious, and, of 

course, physically beautiful.2  This paper will analyze how the beauty has been defined in 

the past and answer the following questions: 

• Did philosophers and theologians in the past believe there is a beauty outside the 

realm of physical/sensory beauty? 

• Did they believe that such a beauty has any relationship to a happy life? 

• What was their understanding of the role virtue plays in beauty beyond the 

senses? 

                                                
1 Albert Einstein, "The World As I See It," (1930). 

2 Anton Ford, "Response To Irwin," Classical Philology 105, no. 4 (October 
2010): 399. 

 



 The Role of Beauty in Human Happiness 2 

 

     My concentration is called “Foundations of Western Theology,” which combines the 

disciplines of philosophy, theology, history, and Latin.  Since my focus is on the concept 

of beauty in the Western world and how that concept has evolved or been interpreted 

throughout history, I selected writers from the worlds of ancient and modern philosophy 

and medieval Christian theology.  I combined research in history, theology, and 

philosophy, because Christianity has made a significant impact on Western culture for 

2000 years, and Christian theology has been profoundly influenced by ancient Greek 

philosophy.  I have focused on the writings of five theologians and philosophers, Plato, 

Aristotle, Plotinus, Thomas Aquinas, and Alain Locke, who have addressed the subject of 

beauty in their writings and inspired the work of others.  I have also reviewed modern 

research on the psychology of happiness to determine if there is any scientific research or 

academic opinion that either supports or contradicts my conclusions and why.  My 

analysis will demonstrate that in a world of noise, confusion and instant gratification, a 

moment of quiet and contemplation on that which is beautiful could lead individuals 

toward happier, more fulfilled lives.  The Literature Review section, below, contains a 

summary of my research. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Definitions 

     First, it is necessary to define the economic and social situation of an individual in the 

West who might seek personal fulfillment and happiness through beauty.  He or she 

would be a man or woman who is well-educated and whose life is free from the struggle 

to survive.  He must have adequate food, shelter, and the means to ensure the well being 

of himself and his family.  He lives without the immanent threat of war in a stable city-
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state or country in which the demands of everyday life are shared among its citizens.  

Only then will his situation be such that he is able to have the leisure time necessary to 

engage in contemplation, a necessary component of the journey to happiness.3  

     We also need to understand how beauty was defined in the ancient world, e.g. kalos in 

ancient Greek, pulcher in Latin.  It is only by understanding how these words were 

defined by the authors who used them that we can ensure we have the most complete 

picture of what beauty meant to each of them.  There are four excellent articles on 

kalos/kalon that describe the depth of the argument regarding the Greek definition of 

beauty and its appropriate translation.  T.H. Irwin wrote an article for Classical Philology 

on “The Sense and Reference of Kalon in Aristotle” on this subject.  Dr. Irwin argues that 

“beautiful” is not always a suitable translation for kalon and, further, that there is no 

“aesthetic conception of moral values” in Aristotle’s writings.4  His article was rebutted 

by Anton Ford in his “Response to Irwin”.  He points out that, in the Rhetoric, Aristotle 

writes that he sees a relationship among reward, honor, and kalon. 

    In “Beauty and the Good:  Situating the Kalon,” Aryeh Kosman looks at the difficulty 

translators face when attempting to find an appropriate English word for kalon, which is 

often translated as the beautiful, the noble, or the fine.  He posits that this problem stems 

from the different ancient Greek understanding of beauty from that of modern man.  He 

specifically argues that the Greeks were able to relate the kalon to the good and other 

                                                
3 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Martin Ostwald (Upper Saddle River, NJ: 

Prentice Hall, 1999), 289-290. 

4 T H. Irwin, “The Sense and Reference Of Kalon In Aristotle,” Classical 
Philology 105, no. 4 (October 1, 2010): 382. 
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insensible concepts, which is not done in modern English.5  In her rebuttal, “Response to 

Kosman,” Gabriel Richardson Lear takes issue with Dr. Kosman’s argument that there is 

a difference between the ancient Greek definition of beauty and our own.  She cites a 

quotation from Plato’s Republic which suggests that development of a man’s character 

comes from the kalon he finds in poetry, music and body shapes.  She also points to 

numerous instances in our modern world where beauty is used to address the essential 

goodness of something and not its appearance.6 

     A similar controversy exists when searching for an appropriate English translation of 

the Latin word for beauty, pulcher.  The Oxford Latin Dictionary defines pulcher as 

beautiful, lovely, illustrious, fine, excellent, honorable, and noble for both sensible and 

abstract concepts.7  That definition of pulcher did not change in later Latin.  Based on the 

Oxford Latin Dictionary definition, there appears to be little difference between the Latin 

and ancient Greek concept of beauty.   

      As this paper will be discussing the relationship in the work of various philosophers 

and theologians between beauty, virtue/excellence, happiness, and public good, a few 

other definitions will be helpful.  First, it is important to understand the place of virtue in 

ancient Greece.  For Greeks during the classical period, virtue (aretē) was synonymous 

with excellence.  Consequently, translators variously translate aretē into English as 

                                                
5 Aryeh Kosman, "Beauty and the Good:  Situating the Kalon," Classical 

Philology 105, no. 4 (October 1, 2010): 341-342. 

6 Gabriel Richardson Lear, "Response To Kosman," Classical Philology 105, no. 
4 (October 1, 2010): 359. 

7 P. G. W. Glare, ed., Oxford Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002), 
1516-1517. 
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virtue, excellence, or goodness.8  According to Dr. Ford, in his article “Response to 

Irwin,” in order to discuss the place of virtue in the beautiful, we must take into 

consideration the Greek view of virtue.  The Greeks believed that virtue was a public 

matter, since its purpose was to contribute to the public good.  This view of virtue is quite 

different from that influenced by the Christians and Stoics, i.e., that virtue is a private 

matter and good actions are best performed anonymously.9   

     We will also be looking at the role of contemplation (theoria) in beauty and happiness.  

For the ancient Greeks, contemplation was a mental activity, an active engagement with 

knowledge.  One engages in contemplation because it is worthwhile for the sake of 

understanding.10  Aristotle took theoria one step further.  He believes that it is exercised 

for its own sake, not for the sake of anything else, and has a pleasure proper to itself. It is 

distinct from the practical sciences, like politics, which end in action, or the productive 

sciences which strive to create some type of product.11  Aristotle argues that 

contemplation is an activity which man shares with the gods.  He writes that, "[T]he 

activity of the divinity which surpasses all others in bliss must be a contemplative 

activity, and the human activity which is most closely akin to it is, therefore, most 

conducive to happiness (Nicomachean Ethics [NE] 1178b 22-25). 

                                                
8 Martin Ostwald, "Glossary Of Technical Terms," in Aristotle:  Nicomachean 

Ethics, ed. Martin Ostwald (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999), 303. 

9 Anton Ford, "Response To Irwin," 397. 

10 Rose Cherubin, "Culture and the Kalos:  Inquiry, Justice and Value in Locke 
and Aristotle," in Philosophic Values and World Citizenship:  Locke to Obama and 
Beyond, ed. Jacoby Adeshei Carter and Leonard Harris (Plymouth, UK: Lexington 
Books, 2010), 7-19. 

11 Martin Ostwald, "Glossary Of Technical Terms," 315-316 
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     The last Greek term to consider is eudaimonia, or happiness.  For the ancient Greeks, 

eudaimonia was not simply a passing emotion.  Aristotle tells us that eudaimonia is the 

“highest good”; it is “living well and doing well.” (NE I.4).  In Chapter 7 of the 

Nicomachean Ethics, he tells us that happiness is ultimate, complete, and pursued for its 

own sake.  “It is something which, taken by itself, makes life desirable and not deficient 

in anything.”12 

Plato 

     Plato (427-347 B.C.E) is the first philosopher to have produced writings on a variety 

of subjects, including philosophy, mathematics, ethics, aesthetics, science, and religion, 

which are widely discussed and commented upon today.  Plato introduced his 

philosophical arguments through dialogues in which the character of Socrates was most 

often the protagonist. Plato had, in fact, been a student of the real Socrates (c. 469-399 

B.C.E).  Socrates left no writings, so we only have Plato’s dialogues to give us some 

insight into what his philosophical ideas and approach might have been.13   

     Diogenes Laertius (c. 200 CE), who recorded (sometimes with creative license) the 

lives of the great philosophers, tells us that Plato was the first to introduce argument in a 

question and answer format.  He was a pioneer in the use of many philosophical terms 

including element, dialectic, and divine providence.  Diogenes Laertius also says that 

Plato was the first philosopher to take issue with the arguments of all his predecessors.  
                                                

12 Rose Cherubin, Notes on Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, Books I, II, and X, 
(n.d).  http://classweb.gmu.edu/rcherubi/ancient/ne411.htm (accessed October 28, 2012). 

13 Richard Kraut, "Introduction To The Study Of Plato," in The Cambridge 
Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
1-4. 
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He lists Plato’s students including several, like Aristotle and Speusippus, who went on to 

prominence.  He cites four epitaphs that allude to Plato’s greatness and adds one of his 

own, “As the god’s son Asclepius is a healer to the body, so is Plato of the immortal 

soul.” 14   Plato’s writings had a profound influence on early and medieval Christian 

theologians, most notably on the writings of Augustine of Hippo (354-430 CE), 

considered by Catholics and many Protestants to be one of the theological fathers of 

Christianity.15  In the following paragraphs, we will examine the way in which Plato 

addresses the subject of beauty in several of his dialogues.  (Quotations from the writings 

of Plato are marked by Bekker numbers, and those of Aristotle are marked with 

Stephanus numbers.  These are universal methods for identifying each line of their work.) 

     While there has been philosophical argument over the centuries on exactly how Plato 

viewed beauty, there is no doubt that he considered beauty to be an important part of a 

philosopher’s journey to wisdom and happiness.  Alexander Nehamas in his book, Only a 

Promise of Happiness, discusses Plato’s views that the journey to ultimate beauty begins 

with eros, physical love.  In Plato’s place and time, eros often meant desire by a man for 

a younger man (whose age was somewhere between adolescence to early adulthood).  

Such relationships were viewed as mutually beneficially for a young man and his mentor.  

The desire for another, however, is only the first step on the search for ultimate beauty 

(Plato’s Form of Beauty).  Along the way the philosopher will acquire virtue, knowledge, 

                                                
14 Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, Vol. I, ed. Jeffrey 

Henderson, trans. R. D. Hicks (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972), 219-
318. 

15 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Saint Augustine." 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/augustine (accessed October 10, 2012). 
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understanding, and a happy life.16  In Plato’s Phaedrus, Socrates recounts an allegorical 

tale of a philosopher and his young lover.17  The story of the philosopher’s soul begins in 

the time before birth when the soul may have the opportunity to experience the Forms of 

things that are true, including the Form of radiant Beauty.  Once a soul has entered the 

body, the philosopher must nurture it by leading a life of self-control and justice.  It is 

only then, through beauty, that he can be reminded of the perfection he saw in the 

heavenly sphere.  He must only select as his lover a young man whose heart is as noble as 

his own.  Through their relationship, he will introduce the young man to philosophy, and 

they will grow in knowledge and wisdom together.  If they both continue to follow the 

philosophic path, their lives will be full of bliss and virtue.18  

     In Plato’s Symposium, following a long dialogue between Socrates and his 

companions on the nature of love, Socrates relates his conversation with a wise woman 

named Diotima (Lines 201d-212c3).19  Diotima tells him that, “Love is a great god and 

he belongs to beautiful things” (Line 201e5).  The philosopher will first be attracted to 

the beauty of the body of his lover and then progress to the beauty of the soul.  Later the 

                                                
16 Alexander Nehamas, Only a Promise of Happiness:  The Place of Beauty in a 

World of Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 6-7. 

17 Plato, “Phaedrus,” Plato:  Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper, trans. 
Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1997), 506-556. 

18 Andrea Nightingale and David Sedley, eds., Ancient Models of Mind:  Studies 
in Human and Divine Rationality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 22-
57. 

19 Plato, “Symposium,” Plato:  Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper, trans. 
Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1997), 457-505. 
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philosopher will learn that the way to true beauty is found in knowledge.  He will be able 

to see the many things on earth that carry the characteristics of the truly beautiful, like 

laws and other guidelines for the proper conduct of society.  He will finally come to 

understand that, while many things have a portion of beauty within them, there is only 

one ultimate beauty, the Form of Beauty.  The only way the philosopher can see this 

beauty, however, is by developing true virtue, “The love of the gods belongs to anyone 

who has given birth to true virtue and nourished it, and if any human being could become 

immortal, it would be he”  (Lines 212 a7-b1).  The works of Plato often highlight the 

Greek belief that true virtue benefits the community.   In Plato’s dialogue, Euthyphro, for 

example, Socrates and his interlocutor Euthyphro deal extensively with the subject of the 

laws and the civic virtues of piety and justice.  A virtuous action, while it can benefit the 

community, is done for the sake of what is kalos.  The performance of a beautiful/noble 

or good deed is desirable for its own sake and is a key element of happiness.20 

     What about ultimate good (the Form of the Good); can the philosopher, after 

developing virtue and the love of knowledge, now see ultimate good? There are hints in 

Plato’s writing that he might have considered ultimate good and ultimate beauty to be the 

same thing.  In his Symposium, however, he has his characters Diotima and Socrates 

suggest that ultimate good is the source of all beauty, goodness, and justice.21  Ultimate 

good, consequently, is something more fundamental than beauty, is valuable in itself, and 

exists for the sake of nothing else. Dr. Richard Kraut, in his introduction to The 

Cambridge Companion to Plato, notes that there is a similarity between the lover’s ascent 

                                                
20 Rose Cherubin, 25. 

21 Plato, “Symposium,” 457-505. 
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to the Form of the Beauty in the Symposium to that of the philosopher to the Form of the 

Good in Plato’s Republic.22 The Phaedrus tells us, however, “beauty alone has this 

privilege to be the most clearly visible and the most loved” (Lines 250e1-2).23   In other 

words, it is through beauty that we are able to find the good.  

     The considerable philosophical argument over the years on whether or not Plato 

believed ultimate beauty and ultimate good to be the same is worth considering.  In his 

article, “Love and Beauty in Plato’s Symposium,” F. C. White argues against the widely 

held view in academic circles that the reader can conclude from the content of the 

Symposium that Plato sees the Form of Beauty and the Form of the Good as identical.  

Dr. White believes the confusion stems from Diotima’s suggestion in Lines 204d to 209e 

of the Symposium that, in order to understand the purpose of love, Socrates should 

substitute the word “good” for the word “beautiful” in his earlier statement that the object 

of love is the beautiful.  Dr. White argues that, as Diotima’s speech progresses, it 

becomes clear that the sole object of man’s love is the good; it is the possession of the 

good, not the beautiful, that leads to happiness.24  (Although Diotima does appear to 

suggest (Line 202c) that those who are happy are in possession of both the good and the 

beautiful.) 

                                                
22 Richard Kraut, "Introduction To The Study Of Plato," in The Cambridge 

Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
43. 

23 G. R. F. Ferrari, "Platonic Love," in The Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. 
Richard Kraut (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 258-260. 

24 F. C. White, "Love And Beauty In Plato's Symposium," The Journal of 
Hellenic Studies 109, (1989): 149-150. 
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     M. J. Edwards, in his article “Middle Platonism on the Beautiful and the Good” 

(Edwards 1991, 161-167), agrees with Dr. White that Plato did not consider the good and 

the beautiful to be identical.  Although the Neo-Platonist Plotinus drew much of his 

inspiration from Plato, there is nothing in Plato that leads to the distinction Plotinus 

makes between the beautiful and the good.  Dr. Edwards does not agree, however, with 

Dr. White’s argument that Plato considers the beautiful to be subordinate to the good, as 

does Plotinus.  Dr. Edwards acknowledges that Dr. White’s view is a possibility, but he 

believes that there is not enough evidence in the writings of Plato to support that 

conclusion.  He points out that Plotinus was influenced by the academic tradition of his 

day which saw the quest for the beautiful as a precursor to the attainment of the good, just 

as today’s academics follow a tradition which tends to equate the good with the 

beautiful.25  

     There is little disagreement, however, concerning Plato’s argument that the 

contemplation of physical beauty can lead to an understanding of the ultimate beauty and 

goodness of the world.  The ability to contemplate seemingly abstract and theoretical 

concepts is a characteristic of the philosopher which, in turn, inspires him to grow in true 

virtue and, ultimately, to attain a life of living well and doing well.  As Plato himself says 

in the Symposium, “Only in the contemplation of beauty is human life worth living” (Line 

211d).26 

  

                                                
25 M. J. Edwards, "Middle Platonism On The Beautiful And The Good," 

Mnemosyne 44, no. 1/2 (1991): 162-163. 

26 Alexander Nehamas, "Only in the Contemplation of Beauty is Human Life 
Worth Living," European Journal of Philosophy 15, no. 1 (2007): 12-15. 
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Aristotle 

    We will next look at the second of our ancient philosophers, Aristotle, whose work, 

like that of Plato, had a profound effect on Christian theology.  Aristotle was born in 384 

BCE in Stagira in northern Greece    His father was the physician to the Macedonian 

royal court.  Following his move to Athens in 367 Aristotle became a student at Plato’s 

Academy. Following Plato’s death, Aristotle left Athens for unknown reasons.  Taking 

into consideration the relationship between Athens and Macedonia, which fluctuated 

between animosity and tolerance, he may have left for political reasons. In 343, King 

Philip II, now the King of Macedon, asked Aristotle to return to the Macedonian court as 

tutor to Philip’s son Alexander (now known as Alexander the Great).  Upon his return to 

Athens in 335, Aristotle set up his own school of philosophy in the Lyceum.27 In 322, 

Aristotle left Athens again and died that same year. Aristotle was a famous man at that 

point to the extent that he was honored at Delphi (home of the Delphic oracle) with an 

inscription.28  Aristotle wrote works on numerous subjects such as science, rhetoric, 

metaphysics, poetry, meteorology, and ethics to name only a few.  Diogenes Laertius tells 

us, “In the sphere of natural science he surpassed all other philosophers in the 

investigation of causes, so that even the most insignificant phenomena were explained by 

him.”29  We will take a look at his Metaphysics, Nicomachean Ethics, the Poetics, and the 

Politics for an assessment of his views on the subject of beauty. 

                                                
27 Jonathan Barnes, "Life And Work," in The Cambridge Companion to Aristotle, 

ed. Jonathan Barnes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 3-6. 

28 Jonathan Barnes, 3-6. 

29 Diogenes Laertius, 479. 
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     For Aristotle, beauty is distinct from good and displays “order, symmetry and 

definiteness” (Metaphysics1078a33-1078b7).30  This is a description he repeats in Book 

VII of his Poetics where he tells us, “A beautiful object, whether it be a living organism 

or any whole composed of parts, must also be of a certain magnitude; for beauty depends 

on magnitude and order.”31  He also tells us in the Metaphysics that good is always found 

in action, but beauty can also be found in the immoveable.  In fact, beauty can even be 

found in the science of mathematics, because that science deals with order and 

definiteness. We have to turn to his Nicomachean Ethics to see where the need for order 

impacts on beauty, happiness, and everyday life. 

     Aristotle believes that the road to happiness involves achieving a balance, or as he 

calls it, the “mean” in our daily life.  It is by achieving this “mean” that a virtue is 

developed.  As an example, courage is a mean between recklessness and cowardice.  To 

be courageous, however, an individual must show courage for the right reason, and the 

ultimate aim of courage is kalon (the beautiful)32 (NE Book 4).  Aristotle also discusses 

the mean of magnificence (generosity on a grand scale).  Too much magnificence and a 

man is vulgar; two little and he is stingy.  In Aristotle’s view magnificence involved 

suitable expenditures on public buildings, religious ceremonies, and other public 

endeavors.  Like Plato, Aristotle stresses the need for virtue to encompass public displays 

                                                
30 Aristotle, Aristotle's Metaphysics, trans. Hippocrates G. Apostle (Des Moines: 

The Peripatetic Press, 1966), 218. 

31 Aristotle, Poetics, trans. S. H. Butcher (n.d).  About.com, 
ancienthistory.about.com/library/bl/bl_test_aristotlepoetics.html (accessed October 15, 
2012). 

32 Julia Annas, The Morality of Happiness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1993), 370. 
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of civic largess. In order to achieve balance, virtue must be acquired and developed.  

According to Aristotle, moral virtue is acquired by habit.  Although the virtues are not 

implanted in us by nature, “we are by nature equipped with the ability to receive them, 

and habit brings this ability to completion and fulfillment” (NE 1103 24-26a).  There is 

another type of virtue, intellectual, which we learn by being taught; however, this virtue 

can only be developed completely through experience (NE 1103 14-26a).  Aristotle 

defines happiness as “an activity of the soul in conformity with perfect virtue” (NE 1102 

5-6a).  You cannot be happy without developing virtue.  What, then, do we need to 

acquire this perfect virtue?  Aristotle tells us that the truly virtuous person must act 

virtuously solely for the sake of virtue itself.  Virtue itself has kalon (the beautiful) as its 

aim (NE 1120 23-24a), not pleasure or reward.33  It should be noted that Aristotle, like 

Plato, is not opposed to pleasure.  Aristotle tells us what we consider pleasurable will 

depend on our choice to live a good and virtuous life.  Good men will find moral, good, 

or virtuous things pleasurable.  Those who have allowed themselves to be corrupt are 

likely to find things of a similar nature pleasurable (NE 117616-24a).34  Pleasure, 

however, is never the sole aim of a good act. 

     While Aristotle does not consider the good and the beautiful the same, he has also 

stated that there can be elements of the beautiful in the good.  Simply being a good 

person, however, does not lead to happiness.  By aiming for the beautiful in all aspects of 

our life, we develop our intellectual capabilities.  It is though the intellect that we are able 

to achieve human good by the activity of the soul that is contemplation.  In fact 
                                                

33 Julia Annas, 123. 

34 Rudolf Arnheim, "From Pleasure To Contemplation," The Journal of Aesthetics 
and Art Criticism 51, no. 2 (Spring 1993): 195. 
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intellectual contemplation is the activity for which humans should strive to the extent 

they are able.  Aristotle considers human intelligence to have an element of the divine, 

which we have in common with the gods.35  In the Nicomachean Ethics Book X, he tells 

us, “The activity of our intelligence constitutes the complete happiness of man, provided 

that it encompasses a complete span of life (NE 1177 21-32a).”  In other words, true 

happiness is not a momentary feeling, but a consequence of the direction in which we 

have chosen to take our life.  There are important milestones on the path to happiness.  

Happiness cannot be achieved unless one has developed the ability to engage in 

contemplation, “the activity of the mind for its own sake”.36  Contemplation cannot be 

achieved without growth in the intellectual and practical virtues.  As Aristotle argues in 

Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics, “The happy life is regarded as a life in conformity 

with virtue.  It is a life which involves effort and is not spent in amusement” (NE 1177a 

1-3).37  

Plotinus 

     Next we will look at the philosopher Plotinus and his work.  Plotinus’ views on beauty 

disagree somewhat with those of Plato and Aristotle.   

      In the approximately 500 years between the death of Aristotle and the birth of 

Plotinus, the world order underwent many changes.  Greece was now under the control of 

Rome, and by 117 CE Imperial Rome had reached its largest expanse—an area of about 

3.1 million miles across many different cultures.  As Roman soldiers, merchants, and 

                                                
35 Rudolf Arnheim, 196. 

36 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 288, fn 20. 

37 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 287-288. 
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others returned to Rome from abroad, they brought with them many foreign religions and 

philosophies.  The Romans were remarkably tolerant for their time of other religions, as 

long as the adherents of those religions also engaged in certain Roman religious practices 

which demonstrated their loyalty to Rome.38  There was a mystical bent to many of these 

religions, and it is not surprising that mysticism also found its way into the philosophy of 

the period, including the philosophy of Plotinus.       

     Most of what we know of Plotinus, his life, and work is because of his student 

Porphyry (232-305 CE) who wrote his biography.  We also know that Plotinus was born 

circa 205 C.E, in Lycopolis, Egypt.39  We know little else until Porphyry picks up the 

story when Plotinus was 28 and “introduced to those philosophers who were then well-

esteemed at Alexandria.”40  According to Porphyry, Plotinus did not write a word until 

260 CE  Even after 260, only a few of his writings had been circulated to his friends.  It 

was Porphyry, whom he met circa 264, who compiled Plotinus’ writings into the six 

Enneads.  Porphyry tells us that Plotinus lived an exemplary life of generosity, 

understanding, and contemplation.  Plotinus became famous, had a large following, and 

was “honored and revered” by the emperor Gallienus and his wife.41  Plotinus believed in 

                                                
38 Richard Valantasis, "Introduction," in Religions of Late Antiquity in Practice, 

ed. Richard Valantasis (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 4-11. 

39 Lloyd P. Gerson, "Introduction," in The Cambridge Companion to Plotinus, ed. 
Lloyd P. Gerson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 2-3. 

40 Porphyry, "On The Life Of Plotinus And The Order Of His Books," in 
Religions of Late Antiquity in Practice, ed. Richard Valantasis, trans. Paul Henry and 
Hans-Rudolf Schwyzer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 51. 

41 Porphyry, 52-56. 
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and meditated on “The One” who is self-created and the cause of being for everything 

else.  Plotinus was 66 when he died.42  

     Plotinus is considered the first Neo-Platonist, although he considered himself simply a 

disciple of Plato.  (Neo-Platonism is a form of philosophy, developed in the third century 

CE, which is based on the work of Plato but contains mystical elements.)  His work had a 

profound effect on early Christian theology, in particular that of Augustine of Hippo.  

Plotinus believes we have a creator through which all things come to be.  Plotinus’ One, 

however, should not be confused with the monotheistic, personal God of the Jews, 

Christians and Muslims.  The One or The Good is not concerned with humans; it is the 

ineffable, impersonal unity to which we are drawn through contemplation.43  

     Plotinus writes that all beautiful things produce “awe, a shock of delight, passionate 

longing, love, and a shudder of rapture.”  Plotinus does indeed mean all things, both the 

tangible and the intangible, like knowledge and virtue.44   Plotinus sees the concept of 

beauty, however, as predominantly ethical and “something more than symmetry.” In 

“Plotinus’ Refutation of Beauty as Symmetry,” John P. Anton discusses Plotinus’ view 

that beauty is not symmetry, which seems to be in direct contradiction to the views of 

Plato and Aristotle.  Anton quotes Plotinus’ argument, “Beauty is that which irradiates 

symmetry rather than symmetry itself and is that which truly calls out love.”45  In other 
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words, according to Anton, symmetry is caused by the action of beauty; it does not cause 

beauty.46 Beauty’s role is to remind us of the perfect form from which sensible beauty is 

derived.   

     Plotinus sees a role for the artist in assisting man in his contemplative journey.  He 

believes that beauty is an emanation from the divine and one of his manifestations.  

Plotinus, however, does not reject the beauty of the senses, because it enkindles love.  

This love can strengthen an artist’s connection with the divine, because he is able to 

create beauty in the sense that he is cooperating with the intent of the universe.  Of 

course, he can choose to create something that is merely a base imitation of reality, which 

puts him in the class of Aristotle’s “vulgar craftsmen.”  Aristotle does not mean “vulgar” 

in the sense that such craftsmen are coarse or boorish.  He uses “vulgar” to refer to the 

common man, a man whose labor is under the control of others and who does not have 

leisure time for contemplation.  The artist, on the other hand, can choose to create 

something that can serve to assist man in his journey to true being, or the Intellectual 

Principle, where the separate entities Truth, Beauty, and Good come together.47   

     Once the individual is inspired to seek true beauty through contemplation, he must 

first submit to katharseis or purification through the development and practice of the 

virtues.  The same applies to the Good.  In the Ennead I.7 “On the Primal Good and 

Secondary Forms of Good” or happiness, Plotinus tells us that mankind must ascend to 

the Good which is beautiful and desired for its own sake.  This does not mean, however, 
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that all souls can ascend to the Good or the Beautiful.  A soul which has lost its purity to 

evil cannot know the Good; evil can only be conquered by virtue.48  Plotinus believes that 

only the good man can be happy, because only he has achieved the life of his true self.  

Happiness, however, is not restricted to time; it is unending and timeless.  When a soul 

has reached this state of happiness, it no longer matters what painful experience may 

befall him in life; his happiness remains.49 Plotinus, like Plato and Aristotle sees the 

development of virtue and a facility for contemplation as key elements on the journey to 

happiness.  Plotinus, too, sees the journey to true beauty as beginning with physical 

beauty, moving through beauty beyond the physical, and, ultimately, arriving at the Form 

of Beauty itself.  Contemplation, or the development of the interior life, also leads to 

happiness.  Happiness to Plotinus, however, represents man’s longing for the One to the 

extent that man is totally indifferent to worldly things.50   

     Before we turn to our next philosopher, it should be noted that it was not only the 

philosophy of Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus who influenced later Christian thought.  

Stoicism was also an influence.  Although Stoicism can be traced back to Zeno of Citium 

(ca. 344 BCE), the only complete works of the Stoics that are extant are from the 
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Imperial Roman period, ca. 4 to 180 BCE51 As stated previously, the Stoic attitude 

toward virtue had an impact on the Christian vision of virtue, but the Stoics also had 

something to say about beauty. They disagreed with the Platonic and Aristotelian view of 

beauty as relating in some way to the good.  In his article “Beauty and its Relation to 

Goodness in Stoicism” Richard Bett writes that the Stoics believed that there were two 

types of beauty – one destructive and the other virtuous.  Beauty becomes destructive 

when one does not see the contemplation of beauty as a stepping-stone to higher 

contemplation and becomes trapped in an endless search for physical beauty.52  

Interestingly, this is a view they share with Plotinus (see Enneads I.6) and Thomas 

Aquinas (Summa Theologica).  

     The concept of beauty remained important throughout early Christianity.  In his article 

“Some Aspects of St. Augustine’s Philosophy of Beauty,” Dr. Chapman takes issue with 

the theory discussed in certain academic circles that, as Augustine of Hippo (354-430 

C.E.) advanced in his Christian faith, he turned more and more away from the concept of 

beauty.  By showing examples from Augustine’s De Musica, Retractions, and 

Confessions, Dr. Chapman demonstrates that Augustine did not change his view of 

beauty, which remained influenced by Platonist philosophy.  Dr. Chapman offers a 

quotation from Augustine’s De Natura Boni (Concerning the Nature of Good, ch. III), 

“We Catholics worship God, the principle of all good great or little, the principle of all 
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beauty great or little, the principle of all order great or little.  The more measure, beauty, 

and order shine out in created things, the more are they good, the less the shining out of 

measure, beauty and order, the less are they good.  Measure, beauty and order are the 

three general goods that we find in all created things whether spiritual or material.”53 

Thomas Aquinas 

     Following the fall of the Western Roman Empire, original Greek texts were largely 

unavailable to Christian theologians, not because they had been destroyed but because the 

ability to read ancient Greek was lost.  During the early middle ages, theologians had 

access to only two complete works of Aristotle, the Categories and On Interpretation, 

which had been translated into Latin.  The rest of Aristotle’s body of work was not fully 

available in Latin until the middle of the 13th century.  While the availability of his texts 

is considered a seminal event in the development of medieval philosophy, it was first 

seen as a threat to the Catholic Church.  Aristotle was a pagan, and unless his work could 

somehow be incorporated into the Christian faith, access to it had to be banned.  

Academic scholarship, however, won the day, and soon Aristotle was studied in 

universities throughout Europe. The man who succeeded in assimilating the works of 

Aristotle into Christianity was Thomas Aquinas,54 arguably the most influential Christian 

theologian of the middle ages.  

     Thomas Aquinas was born in 1224 or 1225 in the town of Roccasecca in Italy.   In 

1244 he enter the Dominican order and began studying in Paris and Cologne.  He 
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received a magistrate in theology (similar to a doctorate) in 1256.  By the time he was 30, 

he had already published several works and was regarded as a brilliant scholar.  Upon his 

return to Italy in 1272, Thomas had already completed much of his magnus opus, the 

Summa Theologica.  His success was such that it was rumored that he was to be made a 

cardinal, but he didn’t live long enough.  He died in 1274 at Fossanova, Italy.  In 1323, 

he was canonized as a Saint in the Catholic Church and declared a Doctor of the Church 

in 1568.55 

     There is not much in the more familiar works of Aquinas on the subject of beauty.  

His longest statement on the subject comes in Chapter 4 of his commentary on the Divine 

Names (De Divinis Nominibus) of Dionysius.  Aquinas believes that everything beautiful 

is also good and true.  Since God is perfect goodness and truth, He is also perfect beauty.  

Armand A. Maurer in his book About Beauty:  A Thomistic Interpretation proposes that 

“absolute Beauty is found in the pure act of existing that is God.”56 The philosopher 

begins with beauty in the physical world.  Beauty is connected with existence or 

actuality.  Everything that exists has form and, therefore, its own particular beauty.  There 

is only one existent, however, that is pure and infinite in action and perfect in beauty.  

While Aquinas paid little attention to the subject of beauty in his other works, here, he 

praises God as the true Beauty.57   
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     Aquinas believes that man can acquire spiritual beauty through the development of 

virtue.  While the virtues are largely acquired by will, they still contain within themselves 

spiritual beauty.  Art has a special place in Aquinas’ theology.  He considers the ability to 

create art to be an intellectual virtue.  The artist who creates beautiful (as opposed to 

useful) things develops a habit which, over time, increases his talent so that he might 

create things of greater beauty and perfection.  Most other virtues are acquired through 

habit, but intellectual virtues are different from moral virtues because they serve to 

develop intelligence.58  

     Man, of course, cannot see existence, but he can see the form of something beautiful. 

Ugliness is the opposite of beauty in the same manner that evil is the lack of goodness.  

While something might be ugly in form, however, there is still the possibly that it can 

hold a certain level of spiritual beauty.  There is nothing that is completely ugly; all 

things have beauty in proportion to the perfection of their existence.  Beauty is a property 

of being as are truth and goodness.59  While we may perceive something as beautiful 

though our senses, our intellect must be engaged in order to more fully assess an object’s 

clarity and wholeness.  This is true of our perception of God.  While God can be found 

everywhere in the universe, his image can only be found in the mind of man.  Only man 

has the cognitive ability to understand that he is an image of his creator.  Only man, 

therefore, has the ability to contemplate the divine.  This ability has to be nurtured.  The 

point of contemplation is complete understanding; reasoning is simply a means to 
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develop concentration.60  Man’s life should be directed toward contemplation, i.e., 

understanding the divine, understanding his God.  

      Edith Stein, in her Finite and Eternal Being (Reinhardt 2002, 318-323), using the 

definitions of beauty from Aristotle and Aquinas, and integrating the arguments of Plato 

and the Neo-Platonist conception of ideas and God, states that it is the role of beauty to 

provide harmony and perfection.  She also sees beauty as a separate “existent” from truth 

and goodness, but, like truth and goodness, beauty relates to the one distinct existent or 

the spirit.61  If we are searching for harmony and perfection in our lives, then we must 

seek to become harmonious and perfect ourselves.  According to Aquinas, “The ultimate 

end of man is human good, which is happiness” (Exposition of Aristotle’s Ethics, I.9.104-

106).62  In order to be able to seek that good, we must become good.  To do that we must 

develop the virtues, which assist in making our minds and our bodies perfect so that we 

may participate in the perfect life of the divine.  Aquinas tells us that there is one other 

requirement in order to share in the divine life; we must strive for “civic felicity” or 

charity toward our fellow man (On the Sentences, II.27.2.2.).63  Civic responsibility is 

also a critical element in the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle.  A happy life cannot be 

achieved in a vacuum. 
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Alain Locke 

     Much changed in philosophy and theology in the approximately 700 years between 

Thomas Aquinas and the 20th century.  Mankind lived through the Reformation, the 

Enlightenment, and wars of liberation.  Over time the Church lost its influence and 

society in the West was, in large measure, secularized.  As a consequence, the world of 

art and beauty found itself separated from the ethical, emotional, and practical concerns 

shared by Thomas Aquinas and the ancients.  Pleasure in the beauty of created things had 

become detached from passion.  Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, and Thomas Aquinas extolled 

passion or desire as an impetus for reaching beyond one’s human condition to 

contemplate the truth.  The German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), on 

the other hand, felt that desire should be removed from daily life because it interferes 

with the serious aspects of existence.  Of all the desires, Schopenhauer saw sexual desire 

as the one that caused the most disruption to the important business of life.64  While 

modern society may not be serious enough for Schopenhauer, we have limited our 

passions and desires to what is immediately in front of us whether it is a personal goal, a 

sexual encounter, or a material object.  Every so often, however, an individual stands up 

and asks us to expect more and to do more in our daily lives and to seek excellence in a 

world of the mundane.  Professor, writer, art critic, and philosopher Alain Locke is one of 

those individuals. 

     Alain Locke was born to African-American parents in Philadelphia in 1885.  Locke 

graduated magna cum laude in philosophy from Harvard in March 1907.  He received his 
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doctorate from Harvard in 1918.  Although philosophy and ancient Greek had been his 

first loves, he was drawn to study African culture and race relations.  He became a 

collector and promoted exhibitions of African art. Through his association with other 

African-American intellectuals, he became a key figure in development of the Harlem 

Renaissance.  The Harlem Renaissance (1918-1937) fostered the emergence of African 

American culture in literature, music, art, theater, and other artistic endeavors.  During 

the years following the Renaissance, Dr. Locke established his excellence in many fields.  

Throughout his life, numerous heads of state, intellectuals, artists, and dignitaries sought 

his counsel. 65  Dr. Locke died in June 1954. 

     Dr. Locke wrote numerous essays on the need to establish and promote African-

American culture, separating it from white stereotypes and at the same time creating 

artistic achievements that would contribute to society as a whole.  In his 1926 speech at 

Howard University, “The Ethics of Culture,” Dr. Locke posits that ethics and culture are 

connected.  He further argues that we have a duty toward the beautiful and the cultural 

and that beauty should be considered a motive for morality.  He acknowledges that in our 

society the duty to become cultured has to be self-imposed, because culture begins when 

the impetus to become educated is removed.  He bemoans the pervasive attitude that 

education is solely a means to earn a better living.  Whenever the motive of knowledge 

for its own sake enters the picture, however, the motive for culture follows.  According to 

Locke, for culture to develop it must be experienced, and that experience must be 

transferred to the mind.  The training of our sensibilities is a much-neglected concept in 
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our educational system.  He sees culture as based on ideas and ideals.  While culture has 

often been equated with snobbery, Locke believes it is important to remember, 

“Excellence and the best can never reside in the average.”  In his view, if you wish to 

strive for the best, you have to separate yourself from the ordinary; you must have the 

courage to stand apart.  He believes America’s cultural progress is severely limited by 

our herd mentality, which tends toward mediocrity.  He recommends that students be 

encouraged to develop an interest in at least one of the arts.  In so doing, the process of 

cultural development can begin.  As the appreciation for the arts and culture increases, so 

will one’s judgment and response to others.  Locke believes that the development of 

culture will lead to self-knowledge and serve as a “passport” to associating with and 

being accepted by the best.  The individual can then become the standard that future 

generations will follow.66  Dr. Locke’s views conform nicely to a quotation from 

Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics (Line 1169a9-10), “If all men vied with each other 

in what is beautiful/noble and strove to perform the noblest/most beautiful deeds, the 

common welfare would be fully realized, while individuals also could enjoy the greatest 

of goods, inasmuch as this is virtue.” 

     Locke’s article “Art or Propaganda” (1928) argues against the views of W. E. B. 

DuBois, also a Harlem Renaissance intellectual, who held the position, highlighted in his 

essay, “Criteria of Negro Art” (1926), that art should be used chiefly for propaganda 

purposes.  Dr. Locke feels strongly that art as propaganda should be discouraged because, 

although the purpose of propaganda may be to lift a particular group up, it is more likely 
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to emphasize group inferiority.  True art, in Locke’s view, should promote human 

flourishing.  Beauty, in fact, is a far better spokesman than preaching and ranting.  Locke 

wishes to cultivate a discussion of art and beauty among equals.  He believes that the 

search for beauty leads to the realization of truth, and, in the final analysis, truth is the 

goal for which we should be striving.67 

     Finally, Locke’s 1923 speech before the Conference on Adult Education and the 

Negro entitled, “Negro Needs as Adult Education Opportunities” argues against the idea 

that education for African Americans should be separate and distinctly different from that 

of the white population.  This separateness, practiced for so many years, has proven to be 

a failure, since it always results in a poorer standard of education with fewer resources.  

He recognizes that sub-standard educational opportunities have left many African- 

Americans of his time semi-literate with few opportunities for advancement.  If we are to 

offer new and successful educational opportunities, we have to stop “playing down to 

their disadvantaged condition.”  He notes that following Reconstruction, when African 

Americans were taught to read from the Bible, they made greater and faster progress 

because of their enthusiasm for and love of that particular text.  The reading primers used 

in most programs tend to dull intellectual zeal.  Adult education, to be successful, must be 

inspiring and it must be relevant.68  True desire is always directed toward the beautiful, 

whether we are creating it or learning from it. 
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Late 20th to early 21st Century Views on Beauty 

    Although our society remains largely secular, there is sufficient evidence that an 

appreciation of true beauty may still be regarded in some circles as a important 

component of personal well-being and a happy and fulfilled life.  I have reviewed two 

Vatican documents written by different Popes, both of whom have academic credentials 

in the disciplines of philosophy and theology.  The first is a letter to artists written by 

John Paul II.69  He tells artists that art can represent a share in “that essential art which is 

God himself.”  He sees art as a skill in service to beauty as “the visible form of the good.”  

(This statement recalls Aristotle’s view of skill or techne in A1-2 of his Metaphysics.  

Aristotle considers the development of a skill as an activity reserved for humans because 

it requires the use of understanding or wisdom.  In the Nicomachean Ethics Book X, he 

further notes that wisdom is necessary for contemplation and a happy life.  It is through 

contemplation that man can access the divine element within him.)  John Paul II goes on 

to quote Plato from the Philibus, “The power of the Good has taken refuge in the nature 

of the Beautiful.”  He seems to be restating the views of Alain Locke in theological 

terms.  In 2005, Pope Benedict XVI wrote in the concluding document for the 2006 

Vatican Plenary Assembly, Via Pulchritudinous (The Way of Beauty), that beauty is the 

means by which man can strive for truth, happiness, and goodness.  Like Plotinus, 

however, he warns that beauty can either lead man to God or trap him in sin and 

immorality.70  
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     It is not only Roman Catholic leaders who have understood and commented on the 

power of beauty.  Civil rights leader and Protestant clergyman, Dr. Martin Luther King, 

in his 1964 acceptance speech for the Nobel Peace Prize, accepted the award in the name 

of those who hold truth and beauty in their hearts:  “I accept this award in the spirit of a 

curator of some precious heirloom which he holds in trust for its true owners – all those 

to whom beauty is truth and truth, beauty – and in whose eyes the beauty of genuine 

brotherhood and peace is more precious than diamonds or silver or gold.”71 

     Dr. King also bemoaned the effects of the loss of contact with the beautiful when he 

said, “[Hate] causes [man] to describe the beautiful as ugly and the ugly as beautiful, and 

to confuse the true with the false and the false with the true.”72  He also wrote, “The 

potential beauty of human life is constantly made ugly by man’s ever-recurring song of 

retaliation.”73  For Dr. King, when beauty is rejected, all quality in life disappears with it. 

Research and Views on Happiness in the 21st Century 

     Beyond theological and philosophical opinion, there is research in the modern 

psychological and other scientific communities which attempts to quantify or identify the 

elements of a happy life.  Is happiness about money, personal relationships, and material 

goods or does having a good life involve something more?  In a study published in the 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, entitled “What Makes a Life Good?” 
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psychologists Laura A. King and Christie K. Napa attempt to determine the elements of a 

satisfying life as it is understood in modern American society.  The researchers see the 

modern view of happiness as somewhat Aristotelian in nature, i.e., that our goals in life 

are valuable only as they relate to happiness. 

     Using the variables of happiness, meaning in life, and money, King and Napa 

interviewed two different study groups—one consisting only of students and another 

representing a cross-section of society. The results from both studies indicate that 

participants regarded an individual who is moral, good, and going to heaven as having a 

satisfying life.  (King and Napa used “going to heaven” as one of their criteria for a moral 

life in the United States because of the widespread belief in an afterlife.)  Both study 

groups also indicated that happiness and meaning determined the quality of life, with 

meaning consistently related to moral goodness.  Happiness seemed to be regarded as one 

of the fruits of leading a good life, but did not contribute to it.  Money was somewhat 

more important to the older study group, but not important enough to be a key component 

of a good life.  As the researchers admit, the study showed that participants felt they 

understood what was needed to make a life good; it did not focus on their ability to 

translate those ideas into the way they live their own lives.  There are problems with the 

conclusions drawn from this study, because the participants were largely from the Dallas, 

Texas area where the population is likely to have a strong Judeo-Christian sense of 

morality.  Different results might have been obtained if the participants had been selected 

from other parts of the country.74 
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     The idea of excellence in human happiness was not addressed in this study except, 

perhaps, in a negative sense.  King and Napa point out that there are individuals who will 

sacrifice personal happiness for “other goals,” which may or may not be considered good 

by society.75  This is interesting, since striving for excellence is important to the idea of 

happiness embraced by the philosophers and theologians in this paper.  For Alain Locke, 

for example, excellence is a key component is one’s ability to contribute to society. 

     There is additional agreement with my view that true happiness stems from something 

more than the day-to-day vicissitudes of life.  In his article “What is the Good Life?  

Positive Psychology and the Renaissance of Humanistic Psychology,” Dr. Brent Dean 

Robbins describes the relatively new field of positive psychology and its aims.  This 

branch of psychology is interested in positive, subjective experiences, such as joy, hope, 

and optimism.  It has a particular focus on understanding the personalities and 

characteristics of individuals who are thriving in their world.  Dr. Robbins suggests, as do 

many other positive psychologists, that their field represents a holistic approach to 

happiness which is largely Aristotelian in nature.  In fact, Dr. Robbins points out that 

positive and humanist psychologists consider Aristotelian eudaimonia (happiness) as the 

model for a “fully functioning person.”  True happiness, in his view, stems from the 

growth of virtues fostered by practical wisdom, which allows an individual to understand 

how these virtues should be used.76  
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     Further agreement can be found in the world of medicine. Hideaki Kawabata and 

Semir Zeki, in their article “Neural Correlates of Beauty,” outlined their research to 

determine, by use of a functional MRI, if different areas of the brain are engaged when 

study participants view paintings that they consider to be beautiful, neutral, or ugly.77  

The researchers’ conclusions indicate that the answer is, no, only the orbito-frontal cortex 

of the brain is engaged regardless of the stimulus.  They did discover, however, that the 

orbito-frontal cortex engages differently when the stimulus is perceived as ugly or 

beautiful.  In fact, the perception of the beautiful “does not mobilize the motor system to 

the same extent as the perception of the ugly.”  For the record, the participants did not 

classify the paintings in the same manner.  (What one participant classified as beautiful, 

another participant might have classified as ugly.)  Kawabata and Zeki’s conclusions, 

nonetheless, support the idea that beauty inspires a tranquility that assists in the 

development of a contemplative spirit and inner contentment.78  

     The development of happiness may also play a role in education.  Richard Layard, in 

his book, Happiness:  Lessons from a New Science, draws from the disciplines of 

psychology, neuroscience, sociology, philosophy, and economics to investigate the 

assertion that the modern American is no happier than he was in the past despite material 

and financial gains.  He notes that modern research indicates that extra income can 

increase happiness in poor countries much more than in rich countries where, as income 

increases, happiness decreases.  He concludes that happiness is as much a factor of one’s 

inner life as it is of one’s external situation.  He believes that, through education and 
                                                

77 Hideai Kawabata and Semir Zeki, "Neural Correlates Of Beauty," Journal of 
Neurophysiology 91, no. 4 (April 1, 2004): 1699. 

78 Hideai Kawabata and Semir Zeki, "Neural Correlates Of Beauty," 1702-1705. 



 The Role of Beauty in Human Happiness 34 

 

practice, man can improve his ability to have a good life, and that a major goal of 

education should be to teach children to resist negativity and develop inner strength.79 

     Lanyard’s views are shared by Stephen Scoffham and Jonathan Barnes, who explored 

the educational benefits of happiness in their article for the Curriculum Journal, 

“Happiness Matters:  Towards a Pedagogy of Happiness and Well-Being.” Their findings 

reveal that emotions play a significant role in cognition and that happiness can have a 

positive effect on children’s ability to learn.  Pedagogies that promote positive thinking 

and happiness can lead students to richer learning experiences.  Research shows that 

optimism can also lead individuals to have longer, more productive, and healthier lives.  

A positive approach to life and education, therefore, should be part of a successful 

curriculum. The authors of the study also believe that a positive attitude can be taught and 

developed. 80 

     If that is the case, perhaps an appreciation of beauty through art or music might 

support the development of a positive outlook.  Aristotle and Alain Locke would agree.  

Aristotle saw the development of an appreciation of music, in particular, as an essential 

part of a child’s education. As Aristotle explains in the Politics (Book VIII, Chapters 5), 

music is able to provide amusement and promote relaxation.  It also has the power to 

further the development of character and virtue.  Because music is a source of inspiration, 

it has the ability to affect the soul’s character.  It refines our ability to judge fairly, to 

recognize excellence, and to understand the true nature of the emotions that a particular 

                                                
79 Richard Layard, Happiness:  Lessons from a New Science (New York: The 

Penguin Press, 2005), 223-236. 

80 Stephen Scoffham and Jonathan Barnes, "Happiness Matters:  Towards A 
Pedagogy Of Happiness And Well-being," Curriculum Journal 22, no. 4 (2011): 541-7. 
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piece of music is expressing.  It is through the emotions that music invokes that man can 

conquer harmful emotions and achieve emotional balance.81   Alain Locke in his essay, 

“The Ethics of Culture,” does not see the development of culture as snobbish, superficial, 

useless, selfish, or any other negative connotation that can be leveled against it.  By 

simply developing an appreciation in any one of the arts, we can develop ability to 

discern excellence in other artistic endeavors.  Dr. Locke defines culture as “[T]he 

capacity for understanding the best and most representative forms of human expression, 

and of expressing oneself, if not in similar creativeness, at least in appreciative reactions 

and in progressively responsive refinement of tastes and interests.”  For him, culture is 

“self-administered” education, through which one will be able to recognize and associate 

with the best.  Once we can recognize excellence in others, we will be inspired to expect 

it of ourselves.  It is through excellence that we are able to find fulfillment and leave a 

lasting legacy to motivate future generations.82  

     There is no theory without its detractors, and significant opposition comes from the 

proponents of hedonic psychology who believe that all human action is motivated by the 

desire to experience pleasure or avoid pain.  In the chapter, “Causes and Correlates of 

Happiness” from the book, Well-Being:  The Foundations of Hedonic Psychology, 

hedonic psychologist Dr. Michael Argyle argues that human happiness is determined by 

the pleasant and unpleasant experiences of life and “environmental variables” such as 

employment, leisure, health, social skills and competencies.  He bases his conclusions on 

studies that produced evidence of causation through experiments, quasi-experimental 
                                                

81 Aristotle, Politics, trans. C.D.C. Reeve (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1998), 232-236. 

82 Locke, "The Ethics Of Culture," 176-185. 
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designs, panel studies, and multiple regression designs.83 Dr. Argyle’s views and those of 

other hedonic psychologists may contradict my theory that true happiness stems from 

something outside the realm of the senses.  

  

METHOD OF ANALYSIS 

     I first examined the writings of Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, and Aquinas to determine 

the definition of beauty offered by each and if and why they believed that an 

understanding of beauty would facilitate the development of happiness. I then accessed 

academic literature in the fields of Western philosophy, theology, aesthetics, and history.  

My purpose was to explore ancient and current commentary on the views of these 

philosophers and theologians.   My review of the historical academic literature helped me 

to place their views in the appropriate historical context, to analyze the extent to which 

history impacted on their work, and to obtain pertinent information on the background 

and training of each philosopher or theologian.  I also consulted the academic archives in 

the field of philosophy to gain an understanding of the philosophical reasons behind any 

change in the definitions of beauty and happiness throughout the centuries and to better 

understand the philosophical concepts about which I was reading. 

     My analysis was based on both historical and philosophical analytical techniques.  I 

used historical analysis to develop a better understanding of history and to insure that my 

assessment of history’s impact on these men and their work was as accurate as possible.  

Philosophical analysis was also necessary to make sure that the elements I drew from my 
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primary sources did, in fact, support my conclusion despite philosophical differences in 

their arguments and to assure that nothing was taken out of context.  Such analysis also 

assisted me in ascertaining if the efforts of my five philosophers and theologians to define 

beauty and its possible role in human happiness could be used and/or adapted to redefine 

beauty in the modern Western world for the benefit of the individual and society.  I next 

explored recent research in the fields of psychology, medicine, and pedagogy on 

happiness to see if there is any scientific research and academic opinion that either 

supports or contradicts my conclusions and why.  

       Linguistic research and understanding of key terms in Latin and ancient Greek and 

how they are defined in English were critical in my ability to interpret the ancient 

philosophical and theological literature.  I used the skill in Latin I have developed at 

George Mason University to insure the accuracy of the English translation I was using.  

My Latin also offered me the opportunity to gain a better and more accurate view of how 

modern translators are translating the Latin word for beauty and whether those 

translations reflect what is known about the intention of the writer.  Knowledge of 

ancient Greek was also critical to my ability to accurately interpret what I was reading, to 

understand the different ways that modern writers are translating Greek words into 

English and why, and to assist me in finding passages that I needed to review for my 

work.  Since I do not know ancient Greek, the assistance of my faculty mentor, Dr. Rose 

Cherubin was crucial.  She assisted me with the translation and understanding of key 

terms, offered hands-on assistance with database searches for specific uses of these terms, 

and, most of all, provided inspiration.  Dr. Cherubin has given me more help and support 

than I can adequately acknowledge.  
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LIMITATIONS AND NEED FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

     Addressing the topic of the role of beauty in human happiness by highlighting only 

five philosophers and theologians cannot take into account the scope and historical 

relevance of this topic.  To fully determine how beauty was understood throughout 

history, one should, at the very least, explore the writings of the pre-Socratic 

philosophers.  For example, references to the work of the Eleatic philosopher Parmenides 

(ca. 515 BCE) often came up in my research.  We only have fragments of Parmenides’ 

work, however, and a thorough understanding of his arguments would require significant 

research into secondary sources.  Much more work could also be done on the references 

to beauty in Plato alone.  This paper addresses only two of his dialogues.  He mentions 

beauty in others, like the Phaedo, Parmenides, the Republic, Philebus, and Hippias 

Major, to name a few.  There are other philosophers and theologians in the ancient world 

who looked at beauty.  For example the extant works of the Stoics should be reviewed for 

further references to beauty.  We have only skimmed the surface here.  A closer look 

should be taken at the works of Augustine of Hippo and Pseudo-Dionysius who also 

addressed the subject of beauty.  Much more research needs to be done on if and how 

beauty is approached in the writings of Protestant theologians from the Reformation to 

the modern day.  More attention could be paid to modern philosophy and how and why 

the definition of beauty became largely limited to physical beauty.  We should also 

investigate more fully the work of the hedonic philosophers.  On the surface, their work 

seems to contradict my conclusions about beauty and happiness and that of their 

colleagues in the fields of humanistic and positivist philosophy.  As mentioned 

previously, hedonic philosophy posits that happiness and unhappiness are simply the 
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result of day-to-day changes in our lives.  A more extensive exploration of their works 

might uncover a means by which their philosophy could complement in some way the 

work of their positive and humanist colleagues who view happiness as the result of habit, 

attitude, knowledge, and virtue. 

ANALYSIS 

     The results of my research show that there are indeed differences in the concept of 

beauty outlined by Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, Thomas Aquinas, and Alain Locke.  As we 

have seen, Plato’s views on beauty and goodness have been the subject of argument for 

centuries.  He does, however, recognize the importance of the contemplation of ultimate 

beauty in life of the philosopher and his search for a life of flourishing and well-being.  

Aristotle believes that the development of virtue is the key to a happy life.  The beautiful 

is the aim of anyone seeking true virtue, not pleasure or reward.   Plotinus sees beauty as 

having a hierarchy; the lowest kind of beauty is physical beauty, the highest is the Form 

of Beauty.  For Plotinus, ultimate beauty is subordinate to ultimate good; ultimate good is 

the source of all beauty.84 Aquinas, too, believes that good and beauty are different.  For 

Aquinas, however, good is an end for which we strive; beauty has more to do with 

knowledge and proportion, which is why beauty is pleasing to the senses.  Despite the 

fact that Aquinas sees beauty and goodness as different forms, he does believe that 

striving for goodness will also lead to beauty and tranquility (De Veritate, 22, 1 ad 12). 85  

Alain Locke argues that an appreciation of beauty is a stepping-stone to one’s cultural 
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development.  Since culture is strengthened through ideals and ideas, its development 

will lead to self-knowledge and excellence.86 

     Throughout these varied perceptions of beauty and its role, there is a common 

thread—that the appreciation of beauty, if allowed to develop, will lead man to strive for 

the best.  This striving will inspire the development of virtue, the desire for 

contemplation, and, ultimately, lead to a life which will be personally fulfilling and of 

benefit to society. Beauty, because it is visible, can serve as a first step on the road to true 

happiness.  They all agree as well that this road involves work and intellectual growth.  

An individual, too, must understand that beauty involves more that the ability to 

recognize physical beauty.  There is a beauty beyond the senses that we must learn to 

apprehend through contemplation.  We can only learn to understand true beauty and hone 

the ability for contemplation through the development of virtue.  All these men, however, 

saw virtue in terms of civic responsibility and the ability to achieve social and personal 

excellence as well as moral development.  Contemplation, whether one is ruminating 

over a philosophical concept, meditating on the love of God, or simply listening to the 

silence, can lead over time to an underlying happiness and peace beyond the highs and 

lows of daily life.  My review of the academic literature in the fields of psychology, 

medicine and pedagogy also provided far more support than disagreement with my theory 

that the historic discourse on the transcendental experience of beauty has a contribution 

to make to the contemporary discourse in psychology, philosophy, and theology on the 

search for personal and social wholeness and well-being, i.e. happiness. 

  

                                                
86 Locke, "The Ethics Of Culture," 176-85. 
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CONCLUSION 

     I believe that my research has demonstrated that pursuit of happiness can be facilitated 

by the contemplation of beauty, beginning with an appreciation of physical beauty and 

progressing to an understanding of beauty outside of sensory experience.  I also found 

that the ability to contemplate is augmented by the development of virtue.  Besides the 

arguments presented by my five philosophers, theologians, and their commentators 

throughout the centuries, there is an overwhelming amount of modern research which 

suggests that the ability to find happiness depends on the development of an interior life 

through contemplation, augmented by personal and social virtue.  I do not discount the 

views of the hedonic philosophers.  Certainly life’s tragedies, the loss of a loved one or 

serious illness, can deeply affect our ability to be happy or even, at times, to function at 

all.  Based on my research, I propose, however, that the motivation to overcome tragedy 

and move on with our lives is greatly facilitated by interior development.  Virtue and the 

practical wisdom to put it into practice are critical components for the successful journey 

to a flourishing life of “living well and doing well.”  The road to true happiness 

progresses from the refinement of self and an increase in our ability to contribute to 

society.  Perhaps it is time to take a renewed look at the old adages, “know thyself” and 

“take time to smell the roses.”  They might help to steer us toward a more beautiful, 

fulfilling life. 

 

  



 The Role of Beauty in Human Happiness 42 

 

WORKS CITED 

Annas, Julia. The Morality of Happiness. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993. 

Anton, John P. “Plotinus’ Conception of the Functions of the Artist.” The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 26, no. 1 (1967, Autumn): 91-101. 

— “Plotinus’ Refutation of Beauty As Symmetry.” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism. 23, no. 2 (Fall 2010): 233-237. 

Argyle, Michael. “Causes and Correlates of Happiness. In Well-Being:  The Foundations 
of Hedonic Psychology. Edited by Daniel Kahneman, Ed Diener, and Norbert 
Schwarz. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1999. 

Aristotle. Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Translated by Hippocrates G. Apostle. Des Moines: 
The Peripatetic Press, 1966.  

— Nicomachean Ethics. Translated by Martin Ostwald. Upper Saddle River, New 
Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1999. 

— Poetics. Translated by S. H. Butcher.  About.com. 
ancienthistory.about.com/library/bl/bl_text_aristotlepoetics.html (accessed 
October 15, 2012). 

— Politics. Translated by C.D.C. Reeve. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1998. 

Arnheim, Rudolf. “From Pleasure to Contemplation.” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism 51, no. 2 (Spring 1993): 195. 

Baltzly, Dirk. “Stoicism.” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
http://www.plato.stanford.edu/cgi-bin/enclyclopedia/archinfo.cgi?entry=stoicism 
(accessed October 17, 2012). 

Barnes, Jonathan. “Life and Work.” In The Cambridge Companion to Aristotle, ed. 
Jonathan Barnes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 1-26. 

Benedict XVI, Via Pulchritudinis. Vatican City: Vatican, 2005. 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils (accessed April 23, 2012). 

Bett, Richard. “Beauty and Its Relation to Goodness in Stoicism.” In Ancient Models of 
Mind. Edited by Andrea Nightingale and David Sedley. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010. 



 The Role of Beauty in Human Happiness 43 

 

Bokenkotter, Thomas. A Concise History of the Catholic Church. New York: Doubleday, 
1979. 

Bourke, Vernon J., ed. The Pocket Aquinas. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1960. 

Bussanich, John. “Plotinus’ Metaphysics of the One.” In The Cambridge Companion to 
Plotinus. Edited by Lloyd P. Gerson. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996. 

Chapman, Emmanuel. “Some Aspects of St. Augustine’s Philosophy of Beauty.” The 
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism. 1, no. 1 (1941, Spring): 46-51. 

Cherubin, Rose. "Culture and the Kalos:  Inquiry, Justice and Value in Locke and 
Aristotle." In Philosophic Values and World Citizenship:  Locke to Obama and 
Beyond. Edited by Jacoby Adeshei Carter and Leonard Harris. Plymouth, UK: 
Lexington Books, 2010. 

 —Notes on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Books I, II, and X.  n.d.  
http://classweb.gmu.edu/rcherubi/ancient/ne411.htm (accessed October 28, 2012). 

Dillon, John. “An Ethic For The Late Antique Sage.” In The Cambridge Companion to 
Plotinus. Edited by Lloyd P. Gerson. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996. 

Edwards, M. J. “Middle Platonism on the Beautiful and the Good.” Mnemosyne 44, no. 
1/2 (1991): 161-167. 

Einstein, Albert. “The World As I See It,” 1930.  http://www.inspirationpeak.com 
(accessed September 5, 2012).  

Ferrari, G. R. F. “Platonic Love.” In The Cambridge Companion to Plato. Edited by 
Richard Kraut. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992. 

Ford, Anton. “Response to Irwin.” Classical Philology 105, no. 4 (October 2010): 396-
402. 

Gerson, Lloyd P. “Introduction.” In The Cambridge Companion to Plotinus. Edited by 
Lloyd P. Gerson. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 

Glare, P. G. W., ed. Oxford Latin Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002. 

Harris, Leonard. “Rendering the Text.” In The Philosophy of Alain Locke:  Harlem 
Renaissance and Beyond. Edited by Leonard Harris. Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1989. 

Hibbs, Thomas. Aquinas, Ethics, and Philosophy of Religion:  Metaphysics and Practice. 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2007. 

Irwin, T. H. “The Sense and Reference of Kalon in Aristotle.” Classical Philology 105, 
no. 4 (October 2010): 381-396. 



 The Role of Beauty in Human Happiness 44 

 

John Paul II. “Letter of His Holiness Pope John Paul II to Artists,” 1999. Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana. http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii (accessed June 19, 
2012). 

Kawabata, Hideai and Semir Zeki. “Neural Correlates of Beauty.” Journal of        
Neurophysiology 91, no. 4 (April 1, 2004): 1699-1705. 

 
King, Laura A., and Christie K. Napa. “What Makes a Life Good?” Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology 75, no. 1 (1998): 156-165. 

King, Martin Luther. Acceptance Speech. 1965.  Reprint, Nobelprize.org (accessed 
October 17, 2012). 

 — Strength to Love. 1963. Reprint, Allgreatquotes.com, 2012.  
http://www.allgreatquotes.com/martin_luther_kind_day_quotes.shtml (accessed 
October 17, 2012). 

— Untitled. n.d. Reprint, Goodreads.com, 2012.  
http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/153374 (accessed October 17, 2012). 

Kosman, Aryeh. “Beauty and the Good:  Situating the Kalon.” Classical Philology. 105, 
no. 4 (October 2010): 341-357. 

Kraut, Richard. “Introduction to the Study Of Plato.” In The Cambridge Companion to 
Plato. Edited by Richard Kraut. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992. 

Laertius, Diogenes. Lives of Eminent Philosophers, Vol. I. Edited by Jeffrey Henderson. 
Translated by R. D. Hicks. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972. 

Layard, Richard. Happiness:  Lessons from a New Science. New York: The Penguin 
Press, 2005. 

Lear, Gabriel Richardson. “Response To Kosman.” Classical Philology 105, no. 4 
(October 2010): 357-362. 

Locke, Alain. “Art Or Propaganda?” In The Works of Alain Locke. Edited by Charles 
Molesworth. New York: Oxford University Press, 2012. 

— “Negro Needs as Adult Education Opportunities.” In The Philosophy of Alain Locke. 
Edited by Leonard Harris. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989. 

— “The Ethics Of Culture.” In The Philosophy of Alain Locke:  Harlem Renaissance and 
Beyond. Edited by Leonard Harris. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989. 

Maurer, Armand A.  About Beauty:  A Thomistic Interpretation. Houston: Center for 
 Thomistic Studies, 1983. 

Nehamas, Alexander “Only in the Contemplation of Beauty is Human Life Worth 
Living,” European Journal of Philosophy 15, no. 1 (2007): 12-15. 



 The Role of Beauty in Human Happiness 45 

 

— Only a Promise of Happiness:  The Place of Beauty in a World of Art. Princeton: 
 Princeton University Press, 2007. 

Nightingale, Andrea, and David Sedley, eds. Ancient Models of Mind:  Studies in Human 
and Divine Rationality. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010. 

Ostwald, Martin. “Glossary Of Technical Terms.” In Aristotle:  Nicomachean Ethics. 
Edited by Martin Ostwald. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999. 

Plato. “Phaedrus.” In Plato:  Complete Works. Edited by John M. Cooper. Translated by 
Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1997. 

—“Symposium.” In Plato:  The Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper, trans. Alexander 
Nehamas and Paul Woodruff.  Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997. 

Plotinus. Enneads. Translated by Stephen MacKenna and B. S. Page. Cambridge, MA: 
Massachusetts Institute Of Technology, 1992. Classics Archive. 
http://www.classics.mit.edu/plotinus/enneads.html (accessed October 1, 2012) . 

Porphyry. “On the Life of Plotinus and the Order of His Books.” In Religions of Late 
Antiquity in Practice. Edited by Richard Valantasis. Translated by Paul Henry and 
Hans-Rudolf Schwyzer. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000. 

Robbins, Brent Dean. “What Is the Good Life?  Positive Psychology And The 
Renaissance Of Humanistic Psychology.” The Humanistic Psychologist 36, 
(2008): 96-112. 

Scoffham, Steven and Jonathan Barnes, “Happiness Matters:  Towards a Pedagogy of 
Happiness and Well-being,” Curriculum Journal 22, no. 4 (2011): 541-547. 

Smith, Andrew. “Eternity and Time.” In The Cambridge Companion to Plotinus. Edited 
by Lloyd P. Gerson. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. “Saint Augustine.” 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/Augustine (accessed October 17, 2012). 

—“Plotinus.” http//Stanford.edu/entries/Plotinus (accessed November 28, 2012). 

Stein, Edith. Finite and Eternal Being. Translated by Kurt F. Reinhardt. Washington, 
D.C: Institute Of Carmelite Studies, 2002. 

Valantasis, Richard. “Introduction.” In Religions of Late Antiquity in Practice. Edited by 
Richard Valantasis. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000. 

White, F. C. “Love and Beauty in Plato’s Symposium.” The Journal of Hellenic Studies. 
109, (1989): 149-157. 
 

 



 The Role of Beauty in Human Happiness 46 

 

 

 
The Role of Beauty in Human Happiness by Donna L. Dow is licensed under a Creative 

Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported License. 
 


