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As an undergraduate student in philosophy, there were two subjects that
strongly resonated with me: the ancient Greek conception of happiness
(eudaimonia) as the highest good and the seventeenth-century Dutch
philosopher Benedict de Spinoza’s Ethics. With respect to endaimonism, I was
struck by the notion of grounding ethics in the pursuit of happiness as some-
thing substantially more than a fleeting or intermittent feeling of pleasure.
Furthermore, I was fascinated by the idea of drawing on non-ethical doctrines
concerning reality, the natural world, knowledge, and psychology to arrive at
and inform our conception of what it means to live a happy life. In Aristotle,
I found an approach to happiness that takes seriously the complexities of
human nature and life. Epicurus offered me new ways in which to think of
pleasure. The Stoics encouraged me to reflect on how empowering it can be to
understand the intimate relationship between our emotions and judgments,
as well as the strict necessity of events in life.

Finally, with Spinoza I found a similar general concern with the close rela-
tionship between philosophy and happiness, and particular parallels with
Aristotle, Epicurus, and the Stoics on the strong impact of external things on
flourishing, the intrinsic goodness of pleasure, and the psychotherapeutic
power of understanding the deterministic nature of all things, respectively.
However, some of what I learned about Spinoza confused me. I was told that
Spinoza was a great rationalist, intellectualist, and Neo-Stoic, a thinker who
restricted virtue and happiness to a life of reason, all other things being sub-
ordinated to the intellectual. I certainly saw the importance of reason and
understanding in Spinoza’s ethical framework, but I also saw the importance
of the body and pleasure (and thus, the Epicurean parallels) in his conception
of virtue and happiness — such things being not mere servants to reason, but
constituents in their own right. My scholarly journey up to that point in time
had consistently been driven by my observation of Spinoza’s close kinship with
various ancient eudaimonists and my desire to push against a purely or hier-
archically intellectualist reading of Spinozistic moral philosophy. I felt that,
freed from this narrow intellectualism, Spinoza (like his ancient predecessors)
had valuable insights to offer in promoting a happy and philosophically
grounded life. This book is the fruit borne out of this 12-year historical and
philosophical journey.
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the inspiration, support, and perspectives of a diverse set of people. I first want
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