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Abstract

This study offers a critical and theoretically grounded examination of Luc Ferry’s philosophy of happiness, positioning it as a
contemporary alternative to dominant metaphysical and religious interpretations. Ferry’s approach is fundamentally rooted in
a secular reconfiguration of the concept of “salvation,” whereby happiness 1s no longer deferred to transcendental promises
but re-situated within the immanent conditions of human existence. The paper argues that Ferry advances a practical
philosophy oriented toward everyday life, emphasizing the inherently paradoxical, unstable, and relational nature of happiness
in late modern societies. Rather than conceptualizing happiness as a purely individual or hedonistic pursuit, Ferry frames it as
a dynamic and intersubjective process shaped by human finitude, emotional vulnerability, and ethical engagement with others.
Drawing on an analytical-critical methodology, the study systematically reconstructs Ferry’s theoretical framework and
evaluates its relevance within the broader context of contemporary philosophical and socio-cultural transformations. Particular
attention 1s given to key dimensions of happiness identified by Ferry, including love, freedom, knowledge, admiration, and
meaningful action. The findings suggest that happiness, in Ferry’s account, emerges not as a stable or final state, but as an
ongoing existential project grounded in relationality, ethical responsibility, and the conscious acceptance of life’s mherent
limitations. This perspective contributes to the development of a secular and human-centered paradigm of the good life,
offering significant implications for both philosophical discourse and mterdisciplinary studies of well-being.
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Introduction

The concept of happiness has long occupied a central position in philosophical, ethical, and interdisciplinary discourse,
representing one of the most enduring and complex questions concerning the nature of human existence. Across diverse
mtellectual traditions, happiness has been variously associated with the fulfillment of needs, the satisfaction of desires, and the
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realization of individual and collective aspirations. Conversely, its absence 1s often linked to experiences of suffering,
alienation, and existential dissatisfaction (Griffin, 2008).

Despite its apparent conceptual familiarity, happiness resists definitive and universal characterization. Its meaning remains
fundamentally contingent upon subjective experiences, cultural contexts, and historical transformations, thereby sustaining the
classical philosophical inquiry into the nature of the “good life.” From the ethical reflections of Aristotle to contemporary
debates in psychology and social theory, the question of what constitutes a fulfilled and meaningful life continues to evolve in
response to changing social, technological, and epistemological conditions.

In the contemporary era, characterized by rapid technological advancement, digital transformation, and increasing socio-
economic complexity, the conceptualization of happiness has undergone significant reconfiguration. While technological
progress has enhanced material conditions and expanded human capabilities, it has simultaneously generated new forms of
alienation, anxiety, and existential uncertainty. This dual dynamic raises a critical question: does modernity contribute to the
enhancement of human happiness, or does it, paradoxically, undermine its very foundations?

Within this intellectual context, Luc Ferry advances a distinctive philosophical perspective that seeks to reinterpret the
concept of happiness through a secular and human-centered lens. Drawing upon classical philosophical traditions—
particularly Stoicism—while critically engaging with modernity, Ferry proposes a redefiniion of happiness that rejects
transcendental frameworks and emphasizes its immanent, relational, and existential dimensions (Ferry, 2015).

Accordingly, this study is guided by the central research question: To what extent can Ferry’s secular philosophy provide a
coherent and realistic framework for understanding happiness in the context of contemporary global transformations? In
addressing this question, the paper also explores several interrelated issues, including the sources and conditions of
happiness, the influence of Hellenistic philosophy, and the possibility of conceptualizing Ferry’s thought as a form of “secular
salvation.”

The study 1s grounded in the theoretical assumption that happiness cannot be reduced to an isolated or purely introspective
phenomenon. Rather, it emerges through a dynamic and reflexive relationship between the individual, others, and the
surrounding world, mediated by the awareness of human finitude and existential vulnerability. Within this framework, love 1s
conceptualized not merely as an emotional state, but as a fundamental source of meaning, ethical engagement, and relational
fulfillment in contemporary life.

By situating Ferry’s philosophy within both classical and modern debates on happiness, this study aims to contribute to the
development of a more integrated and critically informed understanding of the good life in the twenty-first century.

Literature Review

The concept of happiness has remained one of the most enduring and contested themes in philosophical, psychological, and
socio-political inquiry. From classical antiquity to contemporary interdisciplinary research, scholars have sought to define the
nature, determinants, and ethical implications of happiness, often situating it within broader discussions of the “good life” and
human flourishing.

1. Classical Foundations of Happiness

The philosophical investigation of happiness can be traced back to ancient Greek thought, where it was conceptualized as
cudaimonia, or human flourishing. Aristotle (2009) defined happiness as the highest good, achieved through the cultivation of
virtue and rational activity in accordance with ethical excellence. In contrast, Plato (2007) associated happiness with alignment
to transcendent truths and the harmony of the soul.

Later traditions, including Stoicism and Epicureanism, further refined this concept. Stoic philosophy emphasized living in
accordance with reason and nature, advocating emotional moderation and mner tranquility as the foundation of a fulfilled life.
Meanwhile, Epicurean thought identified happiness with the absence of pain and the pursuit of simple pleasures, a view later
echoed in the utilitarian framework of John Stuart Mill (1861), who equated happiness with pleasure and the absence of
suffering.

2. Modern Philosophical Transformations

The Enlightenment introduced a shift toward individual autonomy and rationality as central elements of happiness.
Immanuel Kant (2002), however, challenged purely hedonistic interpretations, arguing that moral duty and rational will are
more fundamental than subjective well-being. Similarly, Friedrich Nietzsche (1968) critiqued traditional moral systems and
questioned the feasibility of stable happiness, emphasizing instead the dynamic and often contradictory nature of human
desires.

Existentialist thinkers further problematized the concept. Albert Camus (1955) rejected absolute meaning and framed
happiness within the acceptance of life’s absurdity, suggesting that fulfillment arises not from external validation but from
conscious engagement with existence. In parallel, Herbert Marcuse (1964) critiqued modern capitalist societies for producing
“false needs” that distort authentic human happiness.
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3. Contemporary Philosophical Perspectives: Luc Ferry

Within contemporary philosophy, Luc Ferry offers a distinctive reinterpretation of happiness grounded in secular humanism.
Rejecting metaphysical and religious conceptions of salvation, Ferry (2001, 2006, 2015, 2021) proposes a model of “this-
worldly salvation,” in which happiness 1s constructed through human relationships, ethical reflection, and conscious
awareness of mortality.

Ferry’s framework integrates elements from classical traditions—particularly Stoicism—while adapting them to modern
conditions characterized by technological acceleration and cultural transformation. Unlike purely individualistic models, his
approach emphasizes the relational and communal dimensions of happiness, identifying love, freedom, knowledge, and
meaningful action as its core components.

Moreover, Ferry highlights the paradoxical nature of happiness: its pursuit often leads to dissatisfaction, and its realization 1s
mherently unstable. This aligns with Bruckner’s (2010) critique of the “duty to be happy,” which argues that contemporary
societies iImpose unrealistic expectations of perpetual well-being.

4. Interdisciplinary Approaches to Happiness

Beyond philosophy, contemporary research has expanded the study of happiness mto psychology, economics, and social
sciences. Diener et al. (2018) conceptualize happiness within the framework of subjective well-being, emphasizing measurable
indicators such as life satisfaction and emotional balance. Similarly, Ryff (1989) proposes a multidimensional model of
psychological well-being, incorporating autonomy, personal growth, and purpose 1n life.

Seligman (2011) further advances this discourse through the PERMA model, which identifies positive emotion, engagement,
relationships, meaning, and achievement as key elements of flourishing. These frameworks are complemented by global
assessments such as the World Happiness Report (Helliwell et al., 2023), which links happiness to socio-economic and
mstitutional factors.

From a philosophical-psychological perspective, Frankl (2006) emphasizes the centrality of meaning in human life, arguing
that the search for purpose—rather than pleasure—is the primary driver of well-being. This resonates with Sen’s (1999)
capability approach, which associates happiness with freedom and the ability to achieve valued life outcomes.

5. Happiness in the Context of Modern Challenges

In the contemporary era, the pursuit of happiness is increasingly shaped by technological, economic, and cultural
transformations. Martin Heidegger (1977) warned that technological rationality may reduce human existence to instrumental
functions, thereby undermining authentic forms of fulfillment. This concern 1s echoed in recent philosophical and
mterdisciplinary studies that explore the ethical and existential implications of artificial intelligence and digitalization (Nazarov
et al., 2026).

At the same time, recent contributions in social sciences emphasize the need for mtegrative and multidisciplinary approaches
to understanding happiness (Ghezal & Meriem, 2026). These perspectives highlight the importance of combining
philosophical insights with empirical methodologies to address the complexities of modern life.

6. Synthesis and Research Gap

Despite the extensive literature on happiness, several gaps remain. First, there is a lack of integrative frameworks that
reconcile classical philosophical insights with contemporary empirical findings. Second, while many studies emphasize
individual well-being, fewer address the relational and ethical dimensions highlighted by Ferry’s philosophy. Third, the impact
of modern challenges—particularly technological and socio-political transformations—on the conceptualization of happiness
remains underexplored.

Accordingly, this study seeks to contribute to the existing literature by developing a critical and integrative analysis of Luc
Ferry’s philosophy of happiness, situating it within both classical traditions and contemporary interdisciplinary discourse.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative and theoretical research design grounded in philosophical analysis. The methodological
framework 1s based on a combination of analytical, comparative, and conceptual approaches, which together enable a
systematic examination of Luc Ferry’s philosophy of happiness.

First, the analytical method is employed to deconstruct Ferry’s key arguments, concepts, and theoretical assumptions, with
particular attention to his reinterpretation of happiness, salvation, and the good life within a secular context. This approach
allows for a critical evaluation of the internal coherence and philosophical implications of his work.

Second, the comparative method is utilized to situate Ferry’s ideas within the broader history of philosophical thought. His
perspective 1s examined in relation to classical traditions, particularly those of Aristotle and Stoic philosophy, as well as
modern and contemporary thinkers such as Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Nietzsche. This comparative dimension highlights
both the continuity and transformation of the concept of happiness across different intellectual paradigms.
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Finally, the study employs a conceptual synthesis approach in order to construct an integrative framework of happiness based
on Ferry’s philosophy. This involves the identification and systematization of key dimensions—such as love, freedom,
knowledge, meaningful action, and awareness of finitude—into a coherent theoretical model.

It is important to note that this research 1s primarily theoretical and interpretive in nature, and does not rely on empirical
data. Instead, its contribution lies in the development of a conceptual framework that offers a new perspective on happiness
within contemporary philosophical discourse.

1. The Concept of Happiness

In common usage, the term Aappiness is often associated either with an individual’s condition—being fortunate—or with their
mental state—being joyful or content—and, in many cases, with a combination of both. However, philosophers have generally
shown greater concern for long-term states rather than fleeting emotions. A person’s life may be described as happy when
they feel satisfied that life has provided them with a considerable share of what they deem important. Such evaluations tend to
lean toward the individual’s objective condition rather than merely their subjective responses. Within ethical inquiry, a central
concept closely related to happiness is that of the good life, that 1s, the set of conditions that render a person’s life genuinely
worthwhile. In this respect, happiness occupies a crucial position, as many philosophers have persistently asked: what
constitutes a good life? In other words, what allows life to go well?

Some thinkers have argued that happiness lies primarily in the presence of positive feelings, whereas others have maintained
that 1t consists in the satisfaction of one’s desires—whether these are considered authentic desires, as some suggest, or
consciously recognized ones, as proposed by others. Nevertheless, the extent to which the condition of “awareness” should be
treated as essential remains unclear. If taken too strictly, it may require abandoning desire-based interpretations altogether in
favor of an alternative account grounded in a list of objective features that enhance human life. It is also important to note that
the concept of happiness does not necessarily coincide with that of pleasure, despite the well-known definition proposed by
John Stuart Mill, who described happiness as “pleasure and the absence of pain” (Mill, 1861).

Prior to Mill, Aristotle offered a different perspective by defining happiness in relation to virtue. According to his view, if the
soul possesses multiple virtues, happiness corresponds to the highest and most complete among them (Aristotle, trans. 2009).
He further suggested that happiness is either pleasure itself or, at the very least, closely connected to it, with pleasure being
understood as the conscious absence of pain and disturbance. Aristotle ultimately locates virtue in philosophical
contemplation, concluding that the happiest life is one devoted to intellectual activity. In this sense, contemplation becomes
the dominant aim of a fulfilled life and is regarded as the highest good within philosophy itself. This position stands in
contrast to the Platonic conception of happiness, which situates it in a transcendent realm (Plato, trans. 2007). For Aristotle,
by contrast, happiness is attainable through human action, specifically through the practice of virtue, which guides individuals
toward both goodness and pleasure. Central to this virtue is what he famously describes as moderation in action.

In a related line of inquiry, some scholars have explored the relationship between happiness and meaning. From this
perspective, happiness is confined to life itself, whereas meaning may extend beyond it and even increase after one’s death. If
happiness is understood as a collection of positive and pleasant experiences, it necessarily ceases with the end of existence
and, consequently, the end of experience. Meaning, however, is often tied to actions whose consequences may only become
evident after the individual’s death. Thus, a person’s life may be judged as more or less meaningful regardless of their
continued capacity to act. This distinction can be illustrated through the life of Vincent van Gogh, whose work gained
recognition long after his death. While it would be impossible to claim that he experienced happiness posthumously, his life
nonetheless acquired profound meaning through the enduring value of his artistic contributions. From this standpoint,
meaning appears as something worth living for. Yet, Albert Camus offers a contrasting view, suggesting that meaning may, in
some cases, be something worth dying for (Camus, 1955). In other words, the very reasons that give life value may also justify
sacrifice—for instance, when an individual risks or gives their life to save a child or to defend their homeland.

Despite the sustained efforts of philosophers and thinkers throughout history to formulate a precise definition of happiness,
such a task remains elusive for several reasons. Most notably, the concept appears to be shaped more by subjective factors
than by objective ones. What brings happiness to one individual may produce discomfort or aversion in another. Some find
fulfillment in social interaction, whereas others derive it from solitude. Similarly, while certain individuals associate hap piness
with the satisfaction of material needs, others perceive it as fundamentally rooted in psychological or emotional dimensions.
In the contemporary period, characterized by the overwhelming dominance of technology, the question of happiness has
become increasingly complex. The rise of what may be described as aggressive capitalism has transformed material profit into
a primary goal for both individuals and nations, leading, as Herbert Marcuse previously argued, to the emergence of a “one-
dimensional” human being (Marcuse, 1964). Consequently, the question of what can truly make individuals happy in today’s
world has become a central concern in the writings of numerous contemporary philosophers and scholars, most notably Luc
Ferry (Ferry, 2002).

Table 1. Comparative Philosophical Models of Happiness: Classical, Modern, and Contemporary Perspectives

Dimension Classical Philosophy (e.g., Modern Philosophy (e.g., Immanuel Contemporary Perspective (Luc
Atristotle, Plato) Kant, Friedrich Nietzsche) Ferry)
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Virtue-based
(eudaimonia)

Core Concept of flourishing

Happiness

Harmony with cosmos /
metaphysical order

Central for ethical life

Ontological Basis
5

Role of Reason

Moderated  (Stoicism) or

balanced

Role of Emotion

Freedom Limited (cosmic order)

Meaning of Life Linked to wvirtue and
contemplation

View of Death Natural but secondary

Nature of Stable and ideal

Happiness

Source of Virtue, contemplation

Fulfillment

Limitation Abstract and universal

Moral autonomy / critique
happiness

Rational subjectivity / existential
tension

Dominant but critically questioned

Often secondary to reason

Central (autonomy, will)

Linked to duty or existential struggle

Existentially significant

Problematic and unstable

Moral law, self-overcoming

Opverly rational or pessimistic

Secular, relational, and dynamic
happiness

Immanent human existence (no
transcendence)

Integrated with emotional and
relational awareness

Essential  (love, admiration,
empathy)
Core condition for authentic
happiness
Constructed through

relationships and action

Central (awareness of finitude)

Paradoxical, dynamic, and
relational

Love, knowledge, freedom,
meaningful action
Non-permanent, fragile,

context-dependent

Table 2. The Secular-Relational Happiness Framework: Dimensions, Functions, and Implications

Dimension Conceptual Definition Functional Role in Practical Implications Philosophical Basis

Happiness
Love Emotional and ethical Central driver of Builds empathy, Luc Ferry; existential
(Relational connection with others meaning and reduces isolation ethics
Core) belonging
Freedom Capacity for self-  Enables authentic life  Supports independence  Immanuel Kant;
(Autonomy) determination and choice construction and responsibility modern philosophy
Knowledge & Reflective understanding of Provides cognitive  Enhances critical  Enlightenment +
Awareness self and world depth and clarity thinking  and  self- Stoicism

awareness
Meaningful Ethical  engagement  with Generates purpose Encourages social  Viktor Frankl
Action others and society and fulfillment contribution
Awareness  of Recognition of mortality and Grounds happiness Promotes acceptance Existential
Finitude limitation in realism and resilience philosophy
Admiration / Openness to beauty, Expands perspective Encourages intellectual Plato; René
Wonder excellence, and transcendence  beyond ego and emotional growth Descartes
(non-religious)

Integration Interaction of all dimensions Produces  dynamic Sustains balanced and Secular-humanist
(Outcome) and relational meaningful life synthesis

happiness
2. The Status of Philosophy

Before examining Luc Ferry’s position on the concept of happiness, it is first necessary to consider his understanding of
philosophy itself and the status he attributes to philosophers. At the outset of his work 7The Most Beautiful Story i the
History of Philosophy, Ferry raises a series of fundamental questions in this regard: What is philosophy? What do we expect
from it? What purpose does it serve? Do we still need it today? And if the answer 1s affirmative, how can philosophy assist us
in an age where the human condition appears increasingly shaped by the continuous expansion of technological innovations
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and economic strategies? In this context, Ferry draws on Martin Heidegger’s expression of the “world of culture” to describe
our contemporary era (Ferry, 2006; Heidegger, 1977).

These questions, as formulated by Ferry, shed light on the function that philosophy performs in the present time, raising the
issue of whether it still holds a meaningful place in modern society. In this respect, Ferry departs from conventional
definitions of philosophy, as well as from the perspective advanced by Jean-Francois Revel in his satirical work Pourquor des
philosophes? (Why Philosophers?). Indeed, there exists a reductive and somewhat trivialized conception of philosophy, often
confined to being merely a “school of critical thinking,” a characterization that 1s frequently taken to exhaust its entire scope.
If philosophy were limited to such a function alone, then, as Blaise Pascal famously suggested, it would not deserve “an hour
of effort” (Pascal, 1670/2004).

Such a view, however, reinforces the alternative role that Ferry attributes to philosophy, one that goes beyond its purely
critical function. For Ferry, philosophical inquiry—and particularly its reflections on the realization of happiness—constitutes
one of the essential pathways through which individuals may arrive at a meaningful understanding of a fulfilled life. It is
therefore not surprising that he establishes, from the outset, a form of comparative evaluation that elevates the pioneering role
of philosophy in shaping a life oriented toward happiness, especially when contrasted with other fields of knowledge. This
role 1s not limited to the pursuit of truth alone, but extends to philosophy’s capacity to confer legitimacy upon the cultural
values through which individuals live and coexist (Ferry, 2006).

Philosophy, 1in this sense, provides a framework for understanding what constitutes a good life. Although this question has
occupied philosophical thought since antiquity, it has not been the exclusive concern of philosophers; religious traditions have
likewise addressed it through the central notion of “salvation,” that is, the question of what may deliver human beings from
suffering and distress. According to Ferry’s perspective, however, philosophy offers an alternative to religious interpretations.
Over the course of its history, philosophy has proposed five major responses to the question of the good life, each
corresponding to decisive moments in Western thought, as well as in other civilizations, particularly in Asia, India, and the
Middle East. Theseresponsesmaybesummarized as follows (Ferry, 2006):

1. The human being as an integral part of the cosmos
2. Christian religious salvation as an alternative path to happiness
3. The emancipation of the individual from cosmological and theological determinants, and the foundation of

happiness on the autonomy of the thinking self

4. The critical and deconstructive reassessment of modern 1deology once it became foundational in nature

-

5. The good life as realized through the experience of love

3. The Idea of “Salvation” and the Meaning of the Good Life

One of the most fundamental questions that may be raised in this context is whether the good life is synonymous with a
happy life, or whether happiness constitutes only one component of a broader conception of the good life. Such questions,
which have been posed since antiquity, remain difficult to resolve. Within the traditions of wisdom developed by the
Epicureans and the Stoics, as well as in the philosophy of Aristotle, the idea of happiness occupied a central place in
reflections on the meaning of existence. Similarly, in religious and philosophical traditions such as Judaism, Buddhism, and
Taoism, happiness has been regarded as the “highest good,” toward which all human beings aspire in their pursuit of a
fulfilled life. From a religious perspective, however, the question of happiness is often displaced beyond the confines of
earthly existence. The promise of an afterlife introduces a transcendent dimension, within which true happiness 1s believed to
reside. In order to overcome the suffering and anxieties that afflict human beings, it becomes necessary, according to the
Christian formulation, to “put death to death,” thereby grounding serenity in the belief that another life will begin after our
disappearance from this world (Ferry, 2006).

On the other hand, even though religion promises eternal happiness through the notion of “salvation” and tends to portray
death as a mere illusion, it does so at a certain cost. According to Luc Ferry, the price of the reassurance offered by religion
1s, 1In fact, human freedom. In exchange for comfort and certainty, individuals are required—at some point—to relinquish
reason in favor of faith and to suspend critical thinking in order to embrace belief. In this sense, religion places human beings
n a position akin to that of children before a divine authority, rather than autonomous and rational adults. Consequently, the
distinction between religion and philosophy in their respective approaches to the good life reflects, at its core, a deeper
opposition between well-being and clarity of vision, and between faith and freedom (Ferry, 2006).

Ferry further highlights a crucial issue concerning the question of the good life, namely whether it should be understood in
relation to worldly existence or in terms of salvation in an afterlife. His position on this matter is explicit: the very concept of
salvation must be reconsidered. For Ferry, the good life 1s fundamentally this-worldly and should not be deferred to a
posthumous existence. As a result, religion cannot claim a monopoly over the idea of salvation. Human beings, rather, are in
need of a genuine form of salvation within the life they are presently living. This need becomes even more pressing in the
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contemporary era, characterized by the dominance of technology and the emergence of unprecedented challenges that
confront humanity as a whole. Such conditions call for a renewed reflection on the possibility of achieving happiness amid
rapid and often unsettling transformations. From Ferry’s perspective, individuals are capable of experiencing freedom and
engaging in moments of rational contemplation within this life, rather than in a hypothetical existence beyond it. It is in this
context that he formulates a central philosophical proposition: the necessity of “saving the self, but not at any cost” (Ferry,

20006).

This raises an essential question: how can such a form of worldly salvation be achieved, and what alternative does Ferry
propose 1in place of religious salvation? For him, this constitutes the primary objective of philosophy itself—namely, the
pursuit of a good life independent of religious frameworks and the search for salvation without recourse to God. The
awareness of human finitude—what may be expressed as the equation “death + the consciousness of mortality”—forms the
foundation of all philosophical questioning. Unlike religion, which locates salvation beyond life, philosophy seeks to provide
a form of immanent, worldly salvation. In this sense, the philosopher is not one who regards human existence as a mere
occasion for entertainment, as though we were tourists passing through life. Even when pleasure 1s valued, it 1s approached
not as a spontaneous reaction, but as the outcome of reflection and critical thought. Such an approach requires passing
through three fundamental stages: the stage of theory, the stage of ethics (or moral philosophy), and finally the stage of
discovering salvation or wisdom (Ferry, 2006).

‘Within this framework, Ferry returns to the original meaning of philosophy, derived from the notion of the “love of wisdom.”
To be wise does not simply mean to love or to seek to be loved, but rather to live wisely—that 1s, to live as happily and as
freely as possible, after overcoming the fears awakened by the awareness of human finitude. Yet such an ideal risks remaining
purely abstract unless grounded in concrete historical examples. For this reason, Ferry turns back to the origins of
philosophical thought, particularly to the schools of ancient philosophy that flourished in classical antiquity, from Plato to
Aristotle, and which found one of their most significant expressions in Stoicism. Contrary to widespread assumptions,
philosophy, according to Ferry, 1s not merely the art of raising questions, but rather the art of formulating answers. This
constitutes one of its defining characteristics, as philosophy is neither a religious doctrine nor a system in which truth is
subordinated to an external authority (Ferry, 2006).

The concern with the question of happiness and the good life cannot be appropriately addressed without going back to the
philosophical traditions of the past. In fact, ancient philosophy is seen as a major reference for the discussion of the
fundamental questions of human existence, which continue to be relevant over time. In this sense, Luc Ferry states that the
society of the present, which can be seen as living in a kind of artificial or distorted manner, i1s in urgent need of self-
regulation and control of its desires and emotions. The ethical teachings of Stoicism and Epicureanism, therefore, appear
particularly suited to the conditions of modern life. It is this that explains Ferry’s reference to philosophers such as Lucretius
and Epicurus, who underscored the value of restricting oneself to what 1s appropriate and harmonious with human nature
and the order of the universe, in order to lead a dignified and fulfilling life that is to be distinguished from one that 1s marked
by excess, indulgence, and the pursuit of pleasures that have become globalized and inculcated in contemporary life. Herein
lies Ferry’s implicit recognition of Hellenistic philosophy as a universal reference that transcends time and history. While
scientific knowledge 1s subject to what Gaston Bachelard termed “epistemological rupture,” ethical reflections of this kind
exhibit a remarkable continuity. This, indeed, constitutes one of the distinctive features that sets philosophy apart from
science (Ferry, 2006; Bachelard, 1938).

In order for human beings to understand the world and their place within it, and to learn how to live and act accordingly, they
must first come to know it. The Greek term theoria, from which the word “theory” 1s derived, is composed of two elements:
theo, referring to the divine, and horao, meaning “to see.” Therefore, in the philosophy of Stoicism, theory means the
contemplation of the divine element in the surrounding world. In other words, the fundamental purpose of philosophy is to
become aware of the essential in reality, that is, to become aware of what is real in the final instance. In this sense, the
fundamental principle of the world is harmony, which was called cosmos by the Greeks. For the Stoics, the cosmos is not
merely a well-organized system, but a structure analogous to a living organism, in which each part functions in its proper place
with precision and coherence. This ordered whole is what the Greeks identified as the “divine,” not as a transcendent being
existing outside the universe—as in Jewish and Christian traditions—but as an immanent principle embedded within the order
of the world itself. In this context, the cosmos 1s not just divine but also rational, and this rationality is what the Greeks
referred to as logos, which entails the notion of reason, logic, and the harmonious coordination of all things (Ferry, 20006).

Ferry further acknowledges Cicero as one of his major sources for his knowledge of the fundamental concepts of Stoic
philosophy. This 1s mainly through his writing *On the Nature of the Gods*, where he criticizes philosophers such as
Epicurus for believing that the world is not a structured cosmos but is mnstead in a state of disorder. As Cicero asserts, “Let
Epicurus mock as much as he pleases; nevertheless, nothing 1s more perfect than this world: it is a living being endowed with
awareness, intelligence, and reason” (Cicero, trans. 1997). According to Ferry, this conception of the world reveals an aspect
that modern thinkers have largely failed to grasp—namely, the spiritual dimension inherent in our relationship with the
cosmos (Ferry, 2006).

4. The Influence of Ancient Philosophy on Ferry’s Conception of Happiness
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In light of the crises that characterize contemporary human existence, including widespread disillusionment with the future
and a growing loss of confidence in the capacity of technology to secure human happiness, it becomes necessary to reconsider
the meaning of the term “technology” itself. Technology, for Ferry, is not just about tools or machines. Rather, Ferry,
following Heidegger, points to the fundamental roots of technology in the development of modern science, which was
established by René Descartes. Descartes' dream was to dominate and control nature for the sake of humanity and to
promote reason as the primary tool for achieving this end. This idea is at the heart of Enlightenment thought, which is based
on faith in the capacity of reason to accomplish human goals, especially freedom and progress. However, Ferry contends that
Enlightenment thinkers remained far removed from what technology has ultimately become 1n its modern sense. In today’s
technological world, ends are increasingly subordinated to means, and instrumental rationality dominates human activity. In
this context, Ferry invokes Heidegger’s interpretation of Friedrich Nietzsche’s concept of the “will to power,” which Nietzsche
described not as a will directed toward a specific goal, but as a will that seeks its own expansion—power for its own sake,
domination for the sake of domination. As a result, technology risks detaching itself from the noble human ends once
associated with ideals such as freedom and happiness (Ferry, 2006; Heidegger, 1977; Nietzsche, 1968).

Building on Ferry’s broader philosophical project—which, as previously noted, conceives philosophy not merely as critical
thinking but as a pathway toward salvation and the pursuit of happiness and inner peace in the face of the suffering generated
by contemporary life—it becomes necessary to move from the love of wisdom to its practical realization. The concept of
salvation, or soteriology (from the Greek soteria, meaning salvation), is closely tied to the problem of death and to the
awareness of human finitude, which continually reminds us of the temporal nature of existence and the need to make
meaningful use of time. Philosophy, in this sense, promises a form of “self-salvation,” not through rehance on an external
authority such as God, but through the use of human reason alone. In the modern world, such salvation can no longer be
grounded m metaphysical or transcendent foundations detached from lived reality. Rather, what Ferry attempts to do is to
resuscitate the notion of universality, in the way that the philosophy of the Stoics understands it, in which justice, as a moral
concept, must be in harmony with the universe. Thus, to live well is to live in harmony with the universe. This harmony, in
the philosophy of the Stoics, 1s the secret of the successful life and the foundation of both ethics and politics. By aligning
oneself with the cosmic order, individuals may overcome the egoism that stems from their finitude and aspire to a higher level
of existence consistent with the rational structure of the universe (Ferry, 2006).

5.The Paradoxes of Happiness

Ferry provides a subtle and rich examination of the paradoxes that make happiness an inherently complicated and elusive
notion. Human life itself gives happiness the character of something tenuous — entirely opposed to the sunny guarantees
peddled by self-development culture, some strands of psychology and other delusional ideologies that offer simple promises.
Ferry indicates that excessive pursuit of happiness often leads people down the avenues of disappointment and frustration.
The load of constant joy, though, threatens to become what Pascal Bruckner lyrically dubbed “perpetual euphoria,” a soft
kind of despotism that enslaves instead of frees the individual.

Within this framework, Ferry lays out two main theses. The first of these 1s that happiness is the ultimate goal in human life.
Viewed through this lens, the intellectual projects of philosophers both ancient and modern can’t be understood without a
reference to their engagement with happiness. Even those who qualify only for suicide seek a kind of happiness, as Blaise
Pascal once suggested. That observation, as Philippe Van Den Bosch writes, will not be surprising; happiness is the ultimate
goal behind every human pursuit. If not for money, then why do we work? Why pursue wealth, if not to obtain what we seek?
And why desire, if not to become happy?Proponents of this thesis maintain that happiness 1s attainable, provided one adopts
specific practices and disciplined methods.

But the second thesis is quite different. Though the pursuit of happiness seems self evident, it could well be a pretense and a
deception. Not just because man is finite, and eventually shall die, but because he will always have contradictory and changing
wants. As Ferry thinks, we usually know what makes us unhappy, but have trouble saying with a clear mind what makes us
happy, and so we cannot be sure about heretofore personal techniques or systematic ways to attain perpetual happiness,
unless we are convinced of pretense in the same degree as of permanent truth. Whatever one man calls happiness, love, for
example, may be wholly different from that of another, who will call it fame. So confusion comes between happiness itself,
and its means. Love may be for some a great joy, and for others, with its loss, whether forced or voluntary, the source of
mtense anguish.( Harima,. 2025)

In contemporary capitalist societies, the drive for pleasure has become unstoppable, hitherto rendering happiness as the
ultimate meaning of human life. Utilitarianism has emerged as an ethical model for well-being, revolving around freedom. An
action 1s considered good when it brings more happiness to the world, and less suffering. This secular framework is largely
indifferent to the role of religion, as if happiness was possible without it. (Ferry, 2006)

For this reason, Ferry recalls an André Comte-Sponville quote that is, however Stoic, “the wise person regrets less, hopes
less, loves more”, that is, one must love what one has, and not dream of what one doesn’t. This view suggests a criticism of
consumerist culture and the endless desire for the superficial. What 1s good for our nature is therefore a question to
understand the meaning of happiness and achieve a kind of inner clarity sufficient for dealing with the turbulence of
contemporary life. A return to the philosophy of Epicurus helps us identify and control our desires, by re-focusing on four
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therapeutic principles: not fearing the gods, not fearing death, knowing the difference between natural and necessary desires,
natural but unnecessary desires, and desires that are neither natural nor necessary, and realizing that suffering is usually short,
and can be alleviated by recalling moments of joy.

A central question then 1s: how to find happiness according to Luc Ferry? Love 1s one of the core issues that he addresses. Is
love the source of our happiness, or rather the source of our suffering? Why does love lift us to the joy, but also plunge us
mto misery? Nothing creates such a sublime joy as love, in any form, the romantic love, the parental love or the love of a
friend. Friendships are less touching than romantic love, but are more durable. Love 1s the meaning of life; without love, life
has no meaning. But the loss of a loved one, by divorce or death, can become a great pain. As Friedrich Nietzsche observed,
“all joy wants eternity”, even the most beautiful love myths do not manage to escape from the fact that mortal existence is
always linked to separation. Thus, according to Ferry, the way to happiness 1s to love, but to know both the joys and the pains
of love. According to Ferry, love can be made as satisfying as possible, but in the absence of belief in the immortal, it 1s
necessary to distinguish the joy, which 1s real, but fleeting, from the happiness, which is the desire for eternity, but which may
be illusory. Admiration is also part of happiness. Historically, the concept of admiration was associated with “wonder”. In the
seventeenth century, René Descartes redefined the concept as the phenomenon of the sudden surprise of the soul which
attracts the attention to the rare, the unusual. For Descartes and Plato, wonder can be considered as one of the causes of
philosophy. We are attracted by what is superior to us, not by what is imitated by us. Admiration leads us to over come our
egocentrism.

Life somewhere else: a second path to happiness The second path to happiness, according to Ferry, is freedom. Is it possible
to have happiness without freedom? Is it possible to be compelled to achieve happiness? If there i1s a choice between
freedom and happiness, which should win? The question is particularly relevant in the times when totalitarian ideologies
claimed to provide happiness, even if they require human suffering and the loss of humanity and freedom. Thomas Hobbes
sought security and happiness at the expense of freedom, while for Immanuel Kant reason, critical thinking and free will were
the most important values. Later thinkers, including Sigmund Freud and Friedrich Nietzsche, challenged the optimistic
concept of happiness, as well as the concept of free will, which may be an illusion that causes human suffering. .( Harima,.

2025)

Another way of broadening the mind. Open-mindedness lets people think outside the prevailing norms and cultural
constraints. Questioning 1s the first step to intellectual emancipation, to the ability to look for meaning beyond socially
mmposed convictions, to individuality without losing touch with others, without losing oneself to mass ideology.

Learning and creativity also play a part in happiness. The pleasure obtained from learning, here, 1s considered to be the
highest, as Plato says, because it 1s not preceded by need or pain. It is an act of recollection and discovery. Kant took this view
further, arguing that the desire for knowledge arouses a zest for life, and 1s aesthetic and spiritual, even for the non-religious.

Finally, action—especially action directed toward others—serves as a source of happiness. Acting for the benefit of others
generates a sense of fulfillment, provided that such action retains its meaning. This meaning, however, often diminishes when
reduced to purely political frameworks. (Harima. 2025)

Conceptual Framework
The Secular-Relational Framework of Happiness

This study proposes a conceptual framework grounded in the philosophy of Luc Ferry, which reconceptualizes happiness as
a dynamic, relational, and existentially conditioned process rather than a static or purely individual state.

Unlike traditional philosophical and psychological models that define happiness in terms of pleasure, subjective satisfaction,
or moral achievement, this framework emphasizes the interdependence between emotional, cognitive, ethical, and existential
dimensions of human life. Happiness 1s therefore understood as an ongoing and unstable process, shaped by both internal
awareness and external relational engagement.

At the center of the framework lies love, which functions as the primary relational core of human existence. Love enables
individuals to transcend egocentric limitations and construct meaning through emotional and ethical connections with others.
However, within Ferry’s perspective, love 1s inherently paradoxical: it simultaneously generates joy and vulnerability, making
happiness both possible and fragile.

Surrounding this central dimension are four interconnected components:

e Freedom represents the condition of autonomy and self-determination, allowing individuals to actively shape their
lives beyond imposed 1deological or metaphysical constraints.
e Knowledge and awareness provide the cognitive foundation for understanding oneself and the world, fostering

critical reflection and existential clarity.

e  Meaningful action reflects the ethical dimension of human existence, emphasizing engagement with others and
contribution to broader social and moral contexts.
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e Awareness of finitude constitutes the existential basis of the framework, grounding happiness in the recognition of
human mortality and limitation, thereby preventing idealized or illusory conceptions of permanent happiness.

These dimensions do not operate independently; rather, they interact dynamically to produce a form of happiness that is
context-dependent, relationally constructed, and continuously negotiated. The integration of these elements results in a
model that reflects the complexity of contemporary life, where happiness cannot be separated from uncertainty,
contradiction, and existential awareness.

Accordingly, this framework contributes to the literature by offering a secular and human-centered model of happiness, which
bridges classical philosophical insights with modern existential and interdisciplinary perspectives. It provides a more realistic
and applicable understanding of the “good life” in the context of late modern societies.

The Secular—Relational Framework of Happiness
(A Model Based on the Philosophy of Luc Ferry)

O

_-y LOVE s
AP (Relational Core) T
-
# Emotional connection, empathy S .
2 and care constitute the primary N
> relational foundation of N N
’ happiness. N
/ N
4 \
| 4 Al
FREEDOM HAPPINESS KNOWLEDGE
(Autonomy) (Dynamic Outcome) (Awareness)
The capacity for self-determination A dynamic, relational and Understanding oneself and the
and choice enables individuals to unstable process grounded in world through reason and
shape their lives authentically human finitude, freedom and reflection provides clarity,
beyond external constraints. meaningful connections. critical thinking and meaning.
S 4
\ ’
\ ’
\ 4
\ G/ /
N = 4
Y MEANINGFUL ACTION o
. ’
AN < (Ethical Engagement) 27
WS S Acting for others and contributing 3 z KEY IDEA
> to the common good gives life & ” 5 h
purpose, value and fulfillment. Ha!)plness' emergP:S romm the
continuous interaction between
f relational, cognitive, ethical and
LEGEND existential dimensions. It is not
5 Difect Infiaeiice AWARENESS OF FINITUDE a fixed state but an ongoing
Mutual Influence (Existential Grounding) project shaped by human
= and Confintous hiteraction Recognition of mortality and human limitation freedom, relationships and the
grounds happiness in realism and fosters awareness of finitude.

acceptance, humility and resilience.

Figure 1. The Secular-Relational Framework of Happiness Based on Luc Ferry’s Philosophy
Source: Developed by the authors (2026)

Findings

The analytical and critical examination of Luc Ferry’s philosophical framework reveals several key findings that contribute to
a reconfiguration of the concept of happiness within contemporary thought.

1. Happiness as a Relational and Non-Individualistic Construct

The findings indicate that happiness, in Ferry’s perspective, cannot be adequately understood as an individualistic or purely
subjective state. Rather, it emerges as a relational phenomenon, fundamentally dependent on interpersonal connections,
emotional engagement, and ethical interaction with others.

In contrast to hedonistic and utilitartan models—such as those associated with John Stuart Mill—Ferry’s framework

emphasizes that happiness is not reducible to pleasure maximization. Instead, it 1s constructed through shared experiences,
particularly through the central role of love, which operates as both a source of fulfillment and vulnerability.
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2. The Centrality of Love as a Paradoxical Foundation

A core finding of this study 1s the identification of love as the foundational dimension of happiness, albeit one characterized
by inherent contradiction. While love generates meaning, belonging, and emotional richness, it simultaneously exposes
individuals to loss, suffering, and existential fragility.

This paradox confirms Ferry’s argument that happiness is not a stable or guaranteed outcome, but rather a fragile equilibrium
between joy and suffering. Consequently, the pursuit of happiness requires not the elimination of pain, but its integration into
a broader understanding of human existence.

3. Happiness as a Dynamic and Process-Oriented Phenomenon

The analysis further demonstrates that happiness, within Ferry’s framework, 1s best conceptualized as a dynamic and evolving
process, rather than a fixed or final state. This aligns with contemporary psychological models of well-being (e.g., Ryff,
Seligman), which emphasize growth, adaptation, and continuous development.

Happiness is thus shaped by the ongoing interaction between multiple dimensions—freedom, knowledge, ethical action, and
relational engagement—each contributing to a constantly shifting experiential condition. This finding challenges static or
idealized representations of happiness prevalent in both classical and popular discourses.

4. The Role of Freedom in Authentic Happiness

Another significant finding concerns the role of freedom as a necessary condition for authentic happiness. Ferry’s philosophy
suggests that happiness cannot be imposed, engineered, or externally guaranteed—whether by political systems, technological
progress, or religious doctrines.

Instead, happiness presupposes the individual’s capacity for self-determination and critical reflection, echoing the
philosophical tradition of Immanuel Kant. However, Ferry extends this notion by integrating freedom into a relational and
existential context, rather than treating it as purely rational autonomy.

5. Awareness of Finitude as an Existential Foundation

A crucial and distinctive finding 1s the recognition of human finitude as a foundational condition of happiness. Unlike
religious frameworks that defer happiness to an afterlife, Ferry situates fulfillment within the temporal limits of human
existence.

The awareness of mortality does not negate happiness; rather, it intensifies the value of lived experience, encouraging
idividuals to seek meaning within the constraints of time. This insight aligns with existentialist perspectives, particularly those
of Albert Camus, while maintaining a more constructive and relational orientation.

6. Rejection of Ilusory and Consumerist Conceptions of Happiness

The findings also highlight Ferry’s critique of contemporary consumer culture and self-help ideologies, which often promote
simplified and unrealistic visions of happiness. Such models tend to ignore the complexity, contradiction, and ethical
dimensions of human life.

In contrast, Ferry proposes a realistic and philosophically grounded understanding of happiness, one that acknowledges
uncertainty, emotional ambivalence, and the Iimits of control. This positions his framework as a critical alternative to both
naive optimism and pessimistic determinism.

Discussion

The findings of this study contribute to a broader re-evaluation of the concept of happiness within contemporary
philosophical and interdisciplinary discourse. By situating Luc Ferry’s thought within both classical and modern traditions, the
analysis reveals a significant shift from metaphysical and individualistic models toward a secular, relational, and existential
paradigm.

1. Theoretical Integration and Advancement

One of the central contributions of this study lies in its integration of diverse philosophical traditions. Classical conceptions of
happiness, particularly those of Aristotle, emphasized virtue and rational activity as pathways to human flourishing. Modern
philosophy, by contrast, introduced a stronger focus on autonomy, critique, and subjectivity.

Ferry’s framework synthesizes these perspectives by preserving the ethical and rational dimensions of classical philosophy
while incorporating the existential concerns and relational dynamics characteristic of modern thought. In doing so, it offers a

more comprehensive and context-sensitive model of happiness.

2. Reconceptualizing Happiness Beyond Hedonism
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The findings challenge dominant hedonistic and utilitarian interpretations of happiness, which equate well-being with pleasure
or satisfaction. While such models remain influential in both philosophical and empirical research, they often fail to account
for the complexity and ambivalence of human experience.

Ferry’s emphasis on paradox, relationality, and finitude provides a corrective to these limitations, suggesting that happiness
must be understood not as the absence of suffering, but as the capacity to navigate and integrate life’s contradictions.

3. Implications for Contemporary Society

In the context of late modern societies characterized by technological acceleration, individualization, and cultural
fragmentation, Ferry’s philosophy offers important mnsights. The increasing reliance on material success, digital engagement,
and self-optimization has not necessarily led to greater well-being; on the contrary, it has often intensified feelings of alienation
and dissatisfaction.

By foregrounding relationships, ethical action, and existential awareness, the proposed framework aligns with emerging
mterdisciplinary research that emphasizes the importance of social connectedness, meaning, and psychological resilience. It
thus provides a valuable philosophical foundation for addressing contemporary challenges related to mental health and well-
being.

4. Bridging Philosophy and Interdisciplinary Research

Another key implication of this study is its potential to bridge the gap between philosophical reflection and empirical research
on happiness. While philosophical approaches offer depth and conceptual clarity, they are often criticized for lacking
practical applicability.

The framework developed in this study demonstrates that philosophical insights—particularly those of Ferry—can inform and
enrich interdisciplinary models of well-being, including those in psychology, sociology, and economics. This integration opens
new avenues for research that combine normative, analytical, and empirical dimensions.

5. Limitations and Future Directions

Despite its contributions, this study i1s primarily theoretical and interpretive in nature. As such, it does not provide empirical
validation of the proposed framework. Future research may seek to operationalize the model and test its applicability across
different cultural and social contexts.

Additionally, further exploration is needed to examine how Ferry’s ideas interact with non-Western philosophical traditions,
as well as with emerging challenges related to artificial intelligence, digital identity, and global inequality.

Conclusion

The philosophical inquiry into happiness has generated a rich yet inherently complex body of knowledge, reflecting the
multifaceted nature of human existence. As demonstrated throughout this study, happiness cannot be reduced to a singular or
universally fixed definition; rather, it remains a dynamic and context-dependent concept shaped by historical transformations,
cultural diversity, and individual experience. In contemporary society—characterized by rapid technological change, shifting
value systems, and increasing existential uncertainty—the question of happiness continues to function as a central and
unresolved philosophical concern.

Within this evolving intellectual landscape, the philosophy of Luc Ferry offers a significant and timely contribution by
reconfiguring the concept of happiness within a secular and human-centered framework. Moving beyond traditional
metaphysical and religious interpretations, Ferry proposes an immanent understanding of the good life, grounded in the
realities of human finitude, relational existence, and ethical engagement. His approach challenges both transcendental
promises of salvation and reductionist models of happiness rooted in pleasure or individual satisfaction.

A central insight of Ferry’s philosophy lies in his critique of contemporary self-help culture and consumerist ideologies, which
tend to simplify and commodify happiness while neglecting its inherent complexity and paradoxical nature. In contrast, Ferry
conceptualizes happiness as an ongoing existential project, one that requires individuals to navigate the tensions between joy
and suffering, autonomy and dependence, and permanence and transience.

Furthermore, this study has demonstrated that happiness, within Ferry’s framework, 1s fundamentally relational and
communal. It emerges not in isolation, but through meaningful interactions with others, particularly through the experience of
love, which serves as both a source of fulfillment and vulnerability. By emphasizing empathy, shared existence, and
mtergenerational responsibility, Ferry redefines happiness as a form of ethical and emotional co-existence, rather than a
purely individual achievement.

Equally significant is Ferry’s insistence on the role of existential awareness, particularly the recognition of mortality and
human lmitation. Rather than diminishing the possibility of happiness, the awareness of finitude enhances its depth and
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urgency, encouraging individuals to seek meaning within the temporal boundaries of life. In this sense, happiness becomes
mseparable from the human condition itself, grounded in the acceptance of life’s impermanence and uncertainty.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the broader literature by advancing a secular-relational model of happiness, which
integrates classical philosophical insights with contemporary existential and interdisciplinary perspectives. By
reconceptualizing happiness as a dynamic, relational, and ethically grounded process, it provides a more realistic and
philosophically robust framework for understanding the good life in the twenty-first century.
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