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Understanding the purpose of human life has been a central concern of philosophy for
millennia. Among the most influential thinkers to explore this question is Aristotle, an
ancient Greek philosopher whose ideas continue to shape ethical and metaphysical
discussions today. Aristotle’s concept of the function of human life is rooted in his broader
framework of virtue, happiness, and the nature of human beings. This article delves into
Aristotle's assertion that the function of human life is primarily rational activity, contrasting
it with other possible functions such as survival, and explaining why he considers rational
activity to be the ultimate purpose.

Context: Aristotle’s Philosophy and the Search
for the Human Good

Aristotle lived from 384 to 322 BCE and authored numerous works on philosophy, ethics,
politics, and science. One of his key contributions is his exploration of telos, or purpose,
which is central to his ethical theory. According to Aristotle, every thing in nature has a
specific purpose or end (telos), and understanding this purpose is essential to
understanding its nature.

In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle investigates what constitutes the highest good for
humans, which he identifies as eudaimonia, often translated as flourishing or well-being. To
reach this state of flourishing, humans must fulfill their unique function—what sets them
apart from other beings.

This quest for the function of human life is fundamental because, for Aristotle, defining the
purpose of human existence guides ethical behavior and the pursuit of happiness. He
argues that to live a fulfilled life, humans must engage in activities that are uniquely
human—namely, those that involve rationality.

Aristotle’s Claim: The Function of Human Life Is



Rational Activity

What Does Rational Activity Mean?

In Aristotle's view, rational activity refers to actions that involve the use of
reason—deliberate, thoughtful, and purposeful. Human beings possess the faculty of
reason, which distinguishes them from other living creatures that are governed by instincts
or survival mechanisms.

Rational activity encompasses:

- Intellectual pursuits: contemplation, studying, reasoning, and understanding.
- Moral virtues in action: making ethical choices based on rational deliberation.
- Practical reasoning: planning, decision-making, and acting in accordance with virtue.

According to Aristotle, engaging in rational activity is not merely about thinking but about
aligning one's actions with rational principles and virtues. It involves exercising the intellect
to attain knowledge and wisdom, and applying reason to live a morally upright life.

The Argument for Rational Activity as the Function of
Humans

Aristotle’s argument follows a logical progression:

1. Every being has a specific function (telos), based on its nature.

2. The function of a thing is what it does best, in accordance with its nature.
3. Humans are distinguished by their capacity for reason.

4. Therefore, the function of humans must involve rational activity.

He elaborates that just as the function of a flute is to produce harmonious sound, and the
function of a eye is to see, the function of a human being involves exercising their rational
capacity. Engaging in rational activity is what allows humans to fulfill their nature and
achieve their ultimate good.

Contrasting Rational Activity with Survival

While survival is a fundamental biological instinct shared across all living organisms,
Aristotle argues that it cannot be the true function of human life. Here's why:



Survival as a Basic Biological Need

Survival refers to the basic instinct to stay alive, which is common to all living beings, from
plants to animals to humans. This instinct ensures the continuation of life but does not
specify what makes human life meaningful or virtuous.

Why Survival Is Insufficient as the Human Function

- Biological survival is shared with other living creatures. For example, a plant’s purpose is
to grow and reproduce, which is driven by biological processes, not rational thought.

- Survival alone does not lead to eudaimonia. Merely existing or avoiding death does not
constitute a fulfilling or meaningful life.

- Humans have the capacity for rationality, which transcends mere survival. To focus solely
on survival ignores the higher capacities that define human nature.

In essence, while survival is necessary for life, it is not sufficient to explain the purpose of

human existence. Aristotle emphasizes that humans are not just biological entities but
rational beings capable of moral and intellectual growth.

Implications of Prioritizing Rational Activity

Prioritizing rational activity as the function of human life leads to several ethical and
philosophical conclusions:

- Virtue and moral excellence are achieved through rational deliberation.
- The pursuit of knowledge and wisdom is essential to human flourishing.

- Living according to reason aligns with our nature and fulfills our telos.

Thus, for Aristotle, the highest purpose is to engage in rational activities that develop virtue
and lead to eudaimonia, not merely to survive.

The Role of Virtue and Rational Activity in
Achieving Eudaimonia

Virtue as the Mean Between Extremes

Aristotle posits that virtue resides in finding the golden mean between excess and
deficiency. For example, courage is a virtue that balances recklessness and cowardice.

- Virtue is developed through rational deliberation and habituation.



- Living rationally involves making choices aligned with virtues.

Contemplative Life as the Highest Form of Rational
Activity

Aristotle famously extols the contemplative life (theoria) as the highest form of rational
activity. He argues that:

- Contemplation involves the exercise of reason in its purest form.

- It leads to the most profound happiness (eudaimonia).

- Philosophical reflection and pursuit of truth are the ultimate expressions of human
rationality.

The Practical Application: Living a Rational and Virtuous
Life

To fulfill the function of human life:

- Engage in rational deliberation before acting.

- Cultivate virtues such as courage, temperance, justice, and wisdom.
- Pursue knowledge, learning, and self-improvement.

- Live in accordance with reason in both private and public life.

Conclusion: Rational Activity as the Purpose of
Human Life

Aristotle's claim that the function of human life is rational activity underscores the unique
nature of human beings. Unlike other creatures driven solely by instinct or survival, humans
have the capacity for rational thought, moral reflection, and intellectual pursuits.

By engaging in rational activity—particularly the pursuit of virtue and
contemplation—humans fulfill their telos and achieve eudaimonia, the ultimate goal of life.
While survival is a necessary condition for life, it is insufficient as the purpose of human
existence. Instead, living a life of rational activity aligned with virtue offers the pathway to
true fulfillment.

Understanding Aristotle’s perspective helps us recognize that the highest human good
involves more than just existing; it involves actively cultivating our rational capacities and
living ethically. This insight remains relevant today, inspiring individuals to seek a life of
purpose, reflection, and moral virtue.



In summary:

- Aristotle asserts that the function of human life is rational activity.

- Rational activity involves intellectual pursuits, moral virtues, and deliberate action.

- Survival, while essential, is insufficient as the human purpose.

- Achieving eudaimonia depends on fulfilling our rational nature through virtuous living.

- The contemplative life represents the pinnacle of rational activity and human fulfillment.

By embracing rational activity as our primary function, we align ourselves with our true
nature and pave the way toward a meaningful and flourishing life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does Aristotle identify as the primary function of
human life?

Aristotle claims that the primary function of human life is rational activity.

Why does Aristotle consider rational activity to be the
key to human fulfiliment?

Because rational activity aligns with the unique capacity of humans to think and reason,
leading to a virtuous and fulfilling life.

How does Aristotle's view on the function of human life
differ from the survival perspective?

Unlike the survival perspective, Aristotle emphasizes rational activity as the purpose of
human life, focusing on intellectual and moral excellence rather than mere biological
survival.

In Aristotle's philosophy, how is the concept of the
'function’' related to achieving eudaimonia?

Aristotle believes that fulfilling the function of rational activity is essential for achieving
eudaimonia, or human flourishing.

Additional Resources

Aristotle Claims That The Function Of Human Life Is: Rational Activity, Survival

Aristotle, one of the most influential philosophers in Western history, developed a
comprehensive ethical framework that centers around the concept of the telos or ultimate



purpose of human life. His assertion that the function of human life is rooted in rational
activity offers profound insights into how humans can achieve eudaimonia, often translated
as flourishing or happiness. This idea contrasts with other possible functions such as mere
survival or physical vitality, emphasizing instead the unique capacity for reason that
distinguishes humans from other beings. In this article, we will explore Aristotle’s claims
about the function of human life, analyze the importance of rational activity, discuss the
role of survival, and evaluate the strengths and limitations of his views.

Understanding Aristotle’s Concept of Function

The Doctrine of the Function (Ergon)

Aristotle’s doctrine of the ergon (function) is foundational to his ethical philosophy. He
posits that everything has a purpose or function that defines its good and proper
functioning. For example, the function of a knife is to cut, and the good for a knife is to
perform this function well. When applying this to humans, Aristotle asks: What is the unique
function of human beings? His conclusion is that it is rational activity, since reason is the
characteristic that sets humans apart from other animals and inanimate objects.

The Human’s Unique Capacity for Rationality

Humans possess the ability to think, deliberate, and make choices based on reason. Unlike
plants, which grow and reproduce, or animals, which can sense and respond to their
environment, humans can reflect on their actions, pursue complex goals, and cultivate
virtues. Therefore, Aristotle claims that the function of human life must involve activities
that express this rational capacity.

Rational Activity as the Function of Human Life

Definition and Explanation

According to Aristotle, rational activity encompasses both the exercise of reason in its
theoretical aspect (contemplation) and its practical aspect (deliberation and moral virtues).
He argues that the highest good for humans involves engaging in activities that fully
exercise our rational capacities, leading to a life of virtue and intellectual fulfillment.



Features of Rational Activity

- Deliberation and Decision-Making: Engaging in thoughtful choice and judgment.

- Virtue Practice: Cultivating moral virtues such as courage, temperance, and justice.

- Contemplation: Pursuing theoretical knowledge and understanding the eternal truths.
- Self-Realization: Actualizing one’s rational potential through education, reflection, and
virtuous actions.

Pros of Viewing Rational Activity as the Human
Function

- Emphasizes Human Uniqueness: Highlights what distinguishes humans from other beings.
- Guides Ethical Living: Encourages the cultivation of virtues aligned with rationality.

- Provides a Clear Goal: Eudaimonia is achieved through the exercise of reason, giving life
purpose.

- Supports Intellectual Fulfilment: Recognizes the intrinsic value of knowledge and
understanding.

Cons and Criticisms

- Potential Elitism: May favor intellectual pursuits over other forms of life satisfaction.

- Overlooks Emotional and Social Aspects: Rational activity alone may neglect emotional
well-being or social relationships.

- Cultural Variability: Different cultures may prioritize other aspects of life beyond
rationality.

- Practical Challenges: Not all individuals have equal capacity or opportunity to develop
rational virtues.

The Role of Survival in Human Life

Survival as a Basic Human Need

While Aristotle emphasizes rational activity, he does not dismiss the importance of basic
survival needs. The biological imperative to sustain life—such as nourishment, health, and
safety—forms the foundation for any higher pursuits. Without survival, rational activity
becomes impossible; thus, survival is considered a prerequisite rather than the ultimate
purpose.



Distinction Between Survival and Fulfillment

- Survival as a Necessary Condition: Without life, rational activity cannot occur.

- Survival as a Sufficient Goal: Aristotle argues that survival alone is inadequate for a
meaningful human life.

- Higher Human Good: The full realization of human potential involves surpassing mere
survival to pursue rational activity and virtue.

Pros of Recognizing Survival

- Practical Necessity: Ensures that basic needs are met before pursuing higher goals.

- Foundational for Virtue Development: Stable health and safety create conditions
conducive to rational activity.

- Universal Relevance: Survival concerns are common to all humans regardless of cultural
or individual differences.

Cons and Criticisms

- Limited Scope: Focusing solely on survival reduces human life to mere biological
existence.

- Potential for Materialism: Overemphasis on physical needs might overshadow spiritual or
intellectual pursuits.

- Neglect of Moral and Aesthetic Dimensions: Survival does not account for the full richness
of human experience.

Balancing Rational Activity and Survival

Integration in Aristotle’s Philosophy

Aristotle advocates for a life where rational activity is prioritized as the highest good, but he
recognizes that survival and material well-being are necessary foundations. The virtuous
person seeks to maintain health and safety, not as an end but as a means to engage fully in
rational pursuits.

Modern Perspectives

Contemporary ethics often grapple with the balance between bodily needs and intellectual
or moral development. Humanistic approaches emphasize that survival alone is insufficient;



meaningful life involves purpose, relationships, and self-actualization—elements that align
with Aristotle’s focus on rational activity.

Features of a Well-Balanced Life

- Physical Well-Being: Ensuring health and safety.

- Intellectual Engagement: Pursuing knowledge, understanding, and wisdom.
- Moral Virtue: Cultivating character and ethical behavior.

- Social Connections: Building meaningful relationships.

- Personal Fulfillment: Achieving goals aligned with one’s rational capacities.

Pros of a Balanced View

- Holistic Approach: Recognizes multiple dimensions of human life.

- Practical Applicability: Guides individuals to prioritize rational activity without neglecting
physical needs.

- Promotes Well-Being: A balanced life fosters happiness and fulfillment.

Limitations and Challenges

- Implementation Difficulties: Balancing physical needs and intellectual pursuits can be
complex.

- Subjectivity of Fulfillment: Different individuals may prioritize aspects differently.

- Cultural Differences: Approaches to balancing survival and rationality vary across
societies.

Conclusion: The Primacy of Rational Activity in
Human Life

Aristotle’s claim that the function of human life is rational activity offers a compelling vision
of human purpose rooted in our distinctive capacity for reason. While survival is undeniably
essential as the foundation that makes higher pursuits possible, it is not sufficient to define
a fulfilling human life. Instead, engaging in rational activity—practicing virtues, seeking
knowledge, and contemplating eternal truths—constitutes the path to eudaimonia. This
perspective elevates intellectual and moral development as the highest goods, inspiring
individuals to cultivate their capacities fully. Nevertheless, critics highlight that this view
might overlook emotional, social, and material dimensions essential to human well-being. A
balanced approach that recognizes the importance of survival as a necessary condition,
while emphasizing rational activity as the ultimate goal, remains vital in understanding
human purpose. Ultimately, Aristotle’s philosophy encourages us to live thoughtfully,



virtuously, and purposefully—striving for a life that fully exercises our uniqgue human
potential.

In summary, Aristotle’s assertion that rational activity is the primary function of human life
underscores the importance of reason, virtue, and intellectual pursuit in achieving true
happiness. While survival ensures our physical existence, it is through the exercise of our
rational capacities that we realize our full human potential and attain eudaimonia. This
framework continues to influence ethical thought and personal development, challenging us
to prioritize our intellectual and moral growth as the true purpose of life.
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