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What People Are Saying About

Bringing Fire

At a time of uncertainty, struggle, and the rise of authoritarianism here and around the globe, Bringing Fire provides hope — and a path out of the darkness. McGrath reminds us that our trajectory is toward progress, with setbacks along the way; that we have been here before. With clarity, character, and collective will, we will survive this moment. He doesn’t promise quick fixes, but he does offer something just as important: historical perspective, the critical role of resilience, and the reminder that progress is built by those who choose to believe in it — and fight for it.

Greg Landsman, member of U.S. Congress

Robert E. McGrath’s Bringing Fire is an utterly brilliant and profoundly optimistic journey through humanity’s past, present, and future. It’s a scientifically justified perspective that masterfully weaves history, technology, and psychology to reveal how we continuously become “Better People” through our Heart, Will, and Mind. This book is an absolute must-read that will ignite your spirit and fill you with justified hope for our collective future.

Dan Tomasulo PhD, Professor of Teaching, Academic Director, Spirituality Mind Body Institute, Columbia University; bestselling author of Learned Hopefulness and The Positivity Effect

In an age overshadowed by pessimism and polarization, Bringing Fire is a bold and necessary work — at once visionary, scientifically grounded, and deeply hopeful. Bob McGrath challenges the prevailing narrative that human nature is fixed or fatally flawed. Instead, he makes a compelling case that we are capable of real, measurable moral and psychological growth — and that this inner evolution has been one of history’s most powerful drivers. Like the best of interdisciplinary thinkers, McGrath draws from psychology, history, philosophy, and technology to argue that changes in how we think, feel, and relate to one another have not only shaped our past but hold the key to a more humane future. Rather than attributing progress solely to material conditions or institutions, he shines a spotlight on the human heart, mind, and will — and how they can, and have, changed for the better. Bringing Fire stands out for its rare blend of intellectual rigor and optimism. McGrath weaves a sweeping narrative that takes us from the roots of our species to the challenges of our digital age, offering not just diagnosis but direction. In fractured times, this book is a reminder that hope is not naïve — it is evidence-based and essential. A timely, courageous, and inspiring read.

Katy Granville-Chapman DPhil (Oxon), Associate Fellow, Oxford Character Project, University of Oxford; Co-Founder and Co-Chair, Leadership for Flourishing, and Senior Fellow, Flourishing Network, Human Flourishing Program at Harvard

Beware jaundiced and negative people because they will suck you down in their doom loop. Instead, read Bob McGrath’s brilliant polemic and find out what optimism about improving human nature is scientifically justified. Cast off the gloom and celebrate!

Sir Anthony Seldon, author, educator, historian

Bringing Fire stands out for its bold thesis: that human psychology is not merely a backdrop to history but one of its main drivers. Dr. McGrath argues that shifts in how we think, feel, and act — in our capacity for empathy, self-regulation, and reason — have fundamentally shaped the arc of human development. Rather than attributing moral progress to institutions or material conditions alone, the book highlights how evolving psychological capacities have made us, over time, better people. It’s a deeply original perspective, refreshingly optimistic, and grounded in scientific insight and a broad view of human change.

Nicolas Baumard PhD, psychologist and social scientist, Ecole Normale Supérieure and Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, Paris

Bringing Fire is an extraordinary work — bold in vision and grounded in deep psychological insight. Dr. McGrath guides us through a narrative arc: from our human origins, through the sparks of change, into the chaos of unintended consequences, and finally toward a future shaped by hope. This is a brilliant and timely map of how we fracture, evolve, and keep striving to become better.

Tayyab Rashid PhD, Faculty Associate, Human Flourishing Program, Harvard University; President Elect, International Positive Psychology Association

Bringing Fire intriguingly weaves together often forgotten events, Artificial Intelligence, unprecedented advances in technology, and ever-changing psychosocial environments to address the critical question: Will humanity continue to change for the better? How do we collectively become Better People? How do changes in our Heart, Will, and Mind ultimately contribute to our mutual advancement to make the most of our individual lives?

Pat DeLeon PhD, former President, American Psychological Association

A mainstream psychologist turned cultural commentator and an optimistic one at that. What a refreshing anomaly in our fractured times of doom and gloom. I think Bob McGrath has written a radically transdisciplinary, visionary work, and he has done it with aplomb. His musings about the possibility of positive character change in the future are particularly riveting. Highly recommended.

Kristján Kristjánsson PhD, Professor of Character Education and Virtue Ethics, University of Birmingham
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To Deborah

We surge, as only lovers can

Ryka Aoki (2021)





And Love, Thought and Breath,

The powers that quell Death,

Wherever we soar shall assemble beneath.

And our singing shall build

In the void’s loose field

A world for the Spirit of Wisdom to wield

Percy Bysshe Shelley (1820)

We’re greedy, and we’re cruel. All those things are true, and yet what I also say to myself, because I witness it, is the capacity for us somehow to kind of keep this thing afloat, and to in this messy way kind of muddle through. And when we muddle through long enough in small increments, things get a little bit better, and we get a little bit kinder, and we get a little bit more open-minded.

President Barack Obama (Minhaj, 2023)





Preface

I realize the preface is where I’m supposed to tell you what drove me to write this book. I’ll warn you now, much of my path to this point is laid out, sometimes in gruesome detail, in the first two chapters. But maybe it’s good to start with the brief version. For me, it was trying to make sense of how we can be remarkably kind, generous, thoughtful, productive. And then be selfish, cruel, impulsive, and close-minded. As someone whose research has focused on the positives I just listed, what I and others in my field call human character, I always found it troubling. Recent events like Brexit and Donald Trump’s election galvanized a desire to make sense of it all.

It just so happens that I love psychology and history. Oh, and economics. And yeah, evolutionary theory. So it was natural for me to try to figure out what is going on from the perspective of what people in those fields can tell us. What I found gave me hope. I learned this is far from the first time we have dealt with these kinds of conflicts. But we’ve always survived. In fact, these conflicts are the growing pains we suffer in a journey towards becoming psychologically better people, a journey that tends to be instigated by new technologies that create new options. There are inevitable setbacks in this journey, and I think it helps to see where we are now as one of those setbacks. But the long-term arc is to the good.

That doesn’t make dealing with the stressors of this time any easier. But it does offer hope for the future, and more than anything else, this book is meant to be about hope.

OK, that’s the quick version. My hope is that it’s intrigued you enough that you’re ready to dive deeper.





Acknowledgements

Many people have played a role, small or big, in making this work possible. Those I will mention by name include Deborah Bernstein, Wendy Bernstein, Manuel Eisner, Brian and Megan McGrath, Alexandra Miller Clark, Nick Mullendore, and Dan Tomasulo. But more than anyone else, I have to thank the hundreds of researchers whose work has made it possible for me to develop a coherent story of how we have grown from half a billion years ago till now. I also want to thank the podcasters who provided me sometimes with stories, and sometimes with validation of my ideas, particularly The Indicator and Planet Money from NPR, and If Books Could Kill. If you think this book is good, you should give them a listen!





Getting Started

We shape our tools and thereafter they shape us.

John Culkin (1967)

Imagine a people divided in faith. On one side are those with a new vision of right and wrong, who believe their world should change. On the other side are those who think that vision is misguided, potentially disruptive, maybe dangerous. Both sides have their internal squabbles, but each is united by its horror at the other. Sometimes someone tries to reach across the aisle. Maybe they’re hoping for a compromise, or maybe they want to convince the other side to switch over. But these efforts just stoke the flames. Words become missiles, literary offensives against the opposition. Tensions increase; mistrust grows. The other side is called stupid, then untrustworthy, then the enemy. Emotions escalate from annoyance to anger to rage. Meanwhile, most people are just stuck in the middle, people who want peace more than anything else. But they feel helpless as the fighting ratchets up. Civil dialogue collapses, arguments sometimes turn physical. Family members stop talking to each other. Community fractures. Trust in leaders who are incapable of resolving the conflict or who favor one side over the other deteriorates. It looks more and more like the only solution may be violence.

You might think I’m talking about the United States right now, or maybe some other place in the world where conflict over beliefs seems to be out of control. But you would be wrong. In fact, I wrote that paragraph about events 500 years ago, when struggles very similar to those we’re experiencing today tore a society apart. I actually lifted the stuff about word missiles and literary offensives straight from books written about that time. They’re a little flowery for my taste, but they seem as relevant now as they were then.1

It started in 1517. That was the year a priest named Martin Luther in the city of Wittenberg, Germany, wrote a list of 95 disagreements with the Catholic Church in Rome. There’s a legend he nailed them to the door of a local church, though no one knows for sure how he distributed them. Either way, the response was completely unexpected. All hell broke loose in what we now call the Protestant Reformation. In a matter of just a few years, whole regions of Europe deserted the Church in favor of new religions.

That’s when the real fighting began. For more than a century, people fought. The ultimate result was the Thirty Years’ War, the most destructive war Western Europe had ever seen until that time. Even after the peace treaties were signed, fighting continued to break out sporadically.

At the same time, the Reformation gave people permission to explore all sorts of new ideas. What’s the true job of government? Who should rule? How do we make a juster society? Do people have inherent rights? What are the best ways to learn about nature? It was the beginning of a complete restructuring of our world, in ways that have enriched our lives in ways the people of that time could never have predicted.

There are two points I want you to take from this story that give you the starting point for this book. The kinds of conflicts of belief we’re experiencing today are nothing new; we’ve struggled with them before, and we will continue to struggle with them. Second, these conflicts are distressing and destructive, but they’re also an unavoidable part of human progress in the modern world. That doesn’t make our current struggles any less troubling. But it does say we are likely to overcome them as we have in the past, and perhaps become better people in the process. That’s this book in a nutshell.

I don’t blame you if you’re dubious. Looking at where we are now, the divisions can seem irreversible. Here in the United States, the January 6, 2021, invasion of the Capitol was the most dramatic illustration of how deep those divisions have become, but there are many others. We are a society of Black Lives Matter and prohibitions on equity programs; marriage equality for homosexuals and bans on gender-affirming care; some states enshrining and some banning abortion; trigger warnings and book censorship; growing atheism and growing demands for a godlier culture. The United Kingdom’s Brexit provided the most extreme example so far of growing anti-immigrant sentiments across Europe. National leaders pay lip service to democracy, but an organization called Freedom House reports that more countries have moved toward greater authoritarianism than toward greater personal freedoms for 17 years in a row.2 These are complicated issues. They reflect multiple causes, and we’re all struggling to make sense of those.

What I want to do in this book is to explore those struggles, as well as other examples of human failure in recent history, as part of a larger cultural and psychological process that has been going on for centuries. What I want to suggest is that this process has gradually led to progress and to our flourishing. To set the stage for what I have to say, here’s how I came to write this book.

For the last 10 years, I’ve been thinking about the question of how humans become better people. This is hardly a new question. We know the ancient Egyptians were writing manuals on how to live ethically 4000 years ago.3 In recent years, though, we seem to have become obsessed with it. The self-improvement industry has exploded, with books and videos and workshops and personal coaching that generate more than $10 billion in annual sales.4 On any given day, check Amazon’s list of its 100 top-selling books. You’ll usually find half a dozen or more devoted to how to become a more effective you. There seems to be a strong drive out there for personal growth.

As a psychologist and a researcher, I can tell you that social scientists have also caught the bug. Since the 1980s, thousands of research articles have been published exploring topics like how to develop more productive life habits, enhance well-being and relationships, or become more resilient.5 Non-governmental organizations like Gallup are studying issues like life satisfaction and personal values in dozens of countries.6 School systems around the world have committed themselves to working on kids’ personal as well as academic development. I’ve seen schools offering programs in leadership, social and emotional effectiveness, compassion and empathy, critical thinking, virtue development, and many other topics like these.7 Like the self-help book, the idea that schools should help kids become better people is hardly a new idea. Religions have been in the business of teaching moral education for centuries. But we’re just at the beginnings of a science dedicated to the study of personal growth.

Ten years ago, I also caught the bug. That’s when I started doing research with an organization called the VIA Institute on Character. That word, character, has multiple meanings, but when I talk about it, I mean those elements of our personality that are likely to be perceived as admirable or valuable, the good in us. It includes qualities like fairness, perseverance, and curiosity.8

As I thought more and more about the question of how character grows, I started to think about that question in a new way. Psychologists, educators, and self-help gurus tend to focus on human growth as a personal journey, something you or I do for ourselves or with a small group. But I became interested in growth as a communal journey. Looking back on human history as someone interested in human growth, I saw periods where whole societies made dramatic leaps forward in what it meant to be a person of character. By nature, we humans can be selfish, lazy, emotionally driven, status conscious, gossiping apes. Yet somehow, we’ve also reached a point where we may act for the benefit of people living thousands of miles away. Where we pursue communal goals not to be achieved in our lifetimes. Where we think about questions like the nature of thinking. We craft international treaties, worldwide relief efforts, multinational corporations, explorations of space, and inquiries into the laws of the universe. This is remarkable progress from where we were four thousand years ago. How did it happen?

The more I thought about this question, the more it also got me thinking about how it is that at times things fall apart, when societies start to fracture. All this talk about improving ourselves started to feel one-sided and incomplete, especially when our whole culture seems to be in crisis. Over time, I began to see the times of growth and the times of fighting as part of a single historical process of psychological change.

This book is an attempt to lay out that process, the good and the bad of it. The case I want to make is that we have slowly become better, more effective people over the course of human history. But that process of positive change creates social tensions leading to much of the conflict and bad behavior we’ve seen along the way.

There are four parts to this argument, reflected in the four sections to the rest of this book. The next section, “Made from Clay,” talks about the roots of character. Specifically, a variety of sources led me to propose that three built-in human capacities have created the potential for much of our personal growth. To make it easy to remember them, I’ll refer to these as heart, will, and mind. Heart refers to our capacity to care for others, to think and act in moral ways. It’s based in our emotional attachments to each other, which is why I associate it with heart, but you’ll see later that it’s much more than that. Will refers to our capacity for self-control, the ability to check impulses and pursue goals in an organized way. Mind refers to our capacity for learning from the environment, to use information effectively. I’ll be drawing on research from a variety of sources to describe these three capacities in more detail.

Each of the capacities takes a unique form in humans not found in any other species. But they’re also each the product of a series of adaptations our predecessors made over the course sometimes of millions of years. Newer capacities built on older ones to create the capacities we know today. To simplify the discussion, though, I’ll often refer to them as if each is a single capacity rather than an integrated set of biological systems.

I’m particularly interested in these three for a couple of reasons. One, they have probably contributed more to human success than any other of our biological capacities besides language. Two, as someone interested in psychological growth, I’m impressed by how dramatically people vary in terms of their moral depth, self-control, and commitment to pursuing the objective truth. They’re at the center of our personal psychological makeup. We can see these differences in how these are expressed between people, but an important matter for this book is that we can also see differences in how they are expressed between peoples and over time. Three, we can change how we express the capacities. A good deal of the self-help literature is about making these kinds of changes in ourselves.

The section called “Bringing Fire” will talk about how the expression of the capacities has changed over time. It presents some chapters in the history of character growth, and talks about how those changes occurred. They happen because of a shift in social expectations or norms. On average, these shifts have more often than not involved increasing expectations for self-control, or more complex and objective information processing, or a broader sense of morality. We tend to think we’re pretty bad at all those things, and there have been times of backsliding. But overall, we’re much better at all those things than those who came before us.

The key question then is how social norms concerning the three capacities change, how the sense of what it means to be a person of character changes. This section suggests the primary driver for most of those changes has been human inventions, innovations, and technologies (I’ll be lazy and use these words interchangeably). This can happen because new inventions create new options for how we operate in the world. Or they may lead at least some of us to think differently about the world. Either way, they inform our values, our beliefs, and our behaviors in ways that move society. Sometimes, these changes are harmful. On average, though, those changes have, very slowly, made us better at navigating the world and navigating each other. The growth in our expression of the capacities has been primarily a group process that’s set into motion by social change in response to new tools.

When I refer to inventions, I don’t mean just physical tools. I’m including everything we’ve created that reshapes how we function. Our personal psychology and social expectations have been shaped by institutions like courts and schools; and by shared rule sets like money, laws, and digital protocols. It’s these more abstract innovations that have often been the most important contributors to change.

I can’t claim to be the first person to make this connection between technology and social change. I began this introduction with a quote from someone named John Culkin: “We shape our tools and thereafter they shape us.” This was his attempt to summarize the theory Marshall McLuhan introduced 60 years ago that media technology changes how we think and act.9 But there’s been a lot of research in recent years that can inform our understanding of this relationship between technology and how we operate.

One important lesson to take from this history is that new inventions aren’t necessarily intended to change us. Sometimes innovators understand what they have birthed. Schools were created specifically to improve access to and use of information, for example. But the effects a new technology has on our psychological functioning can also be an unexpected side effect. Later I’ll talk about how this is particularly true when innovations lead to changes in our moral functioning. Like Darwin’s description of natural selection or Adam Smith’s invisible hand, sometimes the most significant journeys of change work without anyone steering the boat.10 Growth in our character resulting from new inventions often occurs even without growth as a goal.

The story of increasingly sophisticated use of the three capacities has been playing out for a long, long time. Depending on the topic, I’ll be looking back decades, centuries, millennia, millions of years. In this grand scheme, some of the events we think are so important to our history — wars, empires, plagues — barely rate a footnote.

The third section, “Out of the Jar,” tells a tragic part of this story. The three capacities have played a major role in our successes, but they also contribute to our failings. It’s unfortunately true that aspects of our capacities for will and mind have also made possible many of the most damaging events in human history. A history of character should also recognize this dark side to some of our most admirable abilities. My main interest in this book is how we have become better people over time, and how we might progress further in the future. But any discussion of this topic feels incomplete without acknowledging the misdeeds to which our remarkable capacities have contributed, and to see how the positive growth and the negative events are interrelated.

In the final section, “Unbound,” I’ll address the question of what this might say about our future. We’re living in a time of technological changes with unparalleled potential to disrupt society. Recent inventions like the Internet, smart phones, autonomous vehicles, and artificial intelligence have only started to reshape our world and the ways we think and act. It’s no wonder people today feel so uncertain about what is coming. Can looking at how disruptive inventions have changed us in the past be used to suggest how today’s disruptive inventions will change us in the future?

Any speculations about the future are influenced by the narrator’s prejudices, so I want to be transparent about mine. Many of the proposals I make in this last section about change in the future are consistent with what we might think of as a liberal or progressive agenda. That bias reflects my sense that the future expansion of our moral perspective is generally more consistent with progressive ideas. This seems to me not to be an issue of left or right, but simply a claim about how we are likely to be influenced by changes going on now, based on changes in the past. Later, I’ll point to some episodes in history when the people who were then the progressives took morally objectionable positions, to bad ends.

Second, I’m an optimist about our future. There have been terrible failures in human moral expression across our history, and millions if not billions of people have suffered because of them. Even so, I’ll argue that the overall trend in our psychological functioning has been for the better and will continue in that direction. That said, I recognize the potential for pessimism in a time of nuclear weapons, global warming, and rising authoritarianism. At times I feel that pessimism myself.

I’ve thought a good deal about the sources of my optimistic bias while writing this book. Maybe it’s years of dedicating myself to studying something as inspirational as building human character. Maybe it’s my bias as an American. In our research lab, we’ve found that people in the US reported more hope for the future than people in most other countries despite recent events. I was particularly surprised to find that among American cultural subgroups, African Americans consistently emerge as the most hopeful despite the historical obstacles they’ve faced.11 Of course, pessimists can fairly argue this positive bias is itself a part of the problem, a blindness to just how bad our prospects are for the future.

But I don’t think I’m being overly naïve. Presenting a history of human social and psychological progress requires grappling with the tension between the aspiration to become better people on the one hand, and forces opposing that aspiration such as self-interest and benefit from an unfair status quo. The quest for progress will continue to foster struggles between us. Setbacks are inevitable. But cautious optimism is a precondition for taking on those challenges and weathering those setbacks. Without hope, there is no reason to continue the work for a better future. I think hope for future progress is justified based on the long story of biological and psychological progress we’ve made so far. That hope is the topic for the final chapter.





I. Made from Clay

“Do you think Oz could give me courage?” asked the cowardly Lion.

“Just as easily as he could give me brains,” said the Scarecrow.

“Or give me a heart,” said the Tin Woodman.

L. Frank Baum (2006/1900)





1. My Road to Oz

In January 2014, I flew from my home in New York to speak at Oxford University. The Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues at the University of Birmingham, England, is an internationally recognized leader in studying how schools can nurture character in kids. The Centre hosts a conference on character every year at Oxford. That year, I was invited to come speak about the research I was doing with the VIA Institute on the nature of character.

It’s time to say a little more about the mission of the VIA Institute. Back in the early 2000s, two psychologists named Martin Seligman and Christopher Peterson worked with the Institute to try to define the key elements of character. Some of you may be familiar with Marty’s work: he’s written books with titles like Flourish, Authentic Happiness, The Hope Circuit, and Learned Optimism. He’s also considered the father of a field called positive psychology, which advocates for the scientific study of positive human characteristics and experiences. I think it’s fair to say he’s one of the leading experts in psychology today on living life well and effectively. Working with more than 50 experts on various aspects of positive human functioning, Marty and Chris settled on 24 concepts they called character strengths.1 You can find their list in Table 1.

When you look at the table, you’ll see that each strength is a distinct quality we consider socially desirable in a person. One of their ideas was that character strengths are those aspects of our identity that generally benefit those around us at the same time that they benefit us personally. When we say Ahmed is kind, Beth is curious, or Charlie shows perseverance, we generally think of this as something worth admiring in them.

After Chris Peterson died in 2012, I took his place doing research with the VIA Institute using those test results. Some of my studies provided the starting point for this book. They suggested that when people describe themselves, their ratings of the 24 strengths tended to cluster into three groups, what I’m now calling heart, will, and mind.2 You can check this yourself. If you look at the list in Table 1, there are strengths that clearly are related to our moral and emotional connections with others, like love, fairness, forgiveness, and kindness. There are some that are very much about controlling our behavior: bravery, perseverance, prudence, and self-regulation. Others have to do with how we come to understand the world, such as curiosity, judgment, perspective, and love of learning. The rest don’t really coalesce into meaningful groups. It’s not that the others don’t matter, it’s just that they don’t seem to reflect a broad element of what we would think of as good character.

My presentation that year at Oxford speculated on whether these three could be the key elements of character, though I wasn’t as sure about it then as I am now. I had only just started considering this possibility a few months before the conference, so it was still a new idea to me. What I heard at that conference made me think that maybe I was on to something fundamental about the key elements of how we think of ourselves and others.

First, one person in the audience for my presentation asked me if I knew a young adult science fiction series called Divergent.3 I was far from a young adult even then, and it was still a few months before the first movie based on the series was released, so I was completely clueless. He told me the books focused on a future society where people are divided into five tribes. Each tribe is defined by a core value, and he thought my big three sounded like three of those.

The very next presentation after mine was by someone named Eli Tsukayama. Eli is now lucky enough to be a faculty member at the University of Hawai’i-West O’ahu, but at the time he was a postdoctoral student at the University of Pennsylvania. In his presentation, he described studies in which middle school students rated their own character or were rated by teachers or other students. In each study, the ratings also divided into three clusters that he and his colleagues called interpersonal character; intrapersonal character, which is a word for self-management or self-control; and intellectual character.4








	Table 1. Peterson and Seligman’s list of 24 character strengths.





	Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence
	Judgment & Open-Mindedness



	Bravery
	Kindness



	Capacity to Love and Be Loved
	Leadership



	Creativity
	Love of Learning



	Curiosity
	Perseverance



	Fairness
	Perspective



	Forgiveness
	Prudence



	Gratitude
	Religiousness & Spirituality



	Honesty
	Self-Regulation



	Hope
	Social Intelligence



	Humility
	Teamwork



	Humor
	Zest





Note. Adapted from Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification (pp. 29–30), by C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004, American Psychological Association/Oxford University Press. Copyright 2004 by the Values in Action Institute. Adapted with permission.

At that same meeting, I met a curly-haired professor of philosophy from the University of Rochester named Randall Curren. Randy is a prolific author who writes on all sorts of topics. At that meeting, he happened to talk about what the Greek philosopher Aristotle might suggest were the paths to a life well-lived. Randy is the person who introduced me to that term, “a life well-lived.” It’s used to refer to a life that is personally fulfilling but also contributes to the welfare of others, and is also referred to among the people I work with as the flourishing life. He concluded Aristotle saw three such paths that had to do with our social, productive, and intellectual activities. That sounded a lot like character to me.

By the end of the meeting, three independent sources had suggested variations on my three factors. It felt like the universe was sending me a message. That started me looking in all sorts of other places for examples of these three. And I found them far and wide, though different people used different labels for them or focused on different aspects of each. If you’re already convinced I’ve made a compelling case for these three dimensions as key contributors to our success, you can move on to the next chapter. If you need more convincing, or if you’re intrigued by where else they popped up, keep reading.

In Education

You may remember in the introduction I described how schools all over the world now incorporate personal growth into their curriculum. The development of these programs has inspired various organizations to try to identify the types of life skills students will need to navigate life in the future effectively. The work at the University of Pennsylvania that Eli described was the first I knew that settled on three general categories of skills consistent with my three capacities, but it wasn’t the last.

The Inter-American Development Bank is a finance organization that funds development projects in certain countries in the Western Hemisphere. One of the bank’s goals is to support nonacademic educational programs. A few years ago, the education leadership there asked me and my colleague Alejandro Adler to review various lists of skills targeted by these kinds of programs, and to write a report identifying the useful and important targets for intervention. When we looked at all of these lists together, we found the skills they included divided neatly into three clusters that we called the relational, self-management, and intellectual.5

Of course, it may not be a big surprise that a report I coauthored was consistent with my biases. I do think we made a good case; those three themes covered most of the topics targeted in these programs. But I have several other examples from educators where essentially the same three emerged even though I wasn’t at all involved.

In 2012, the US National Academy of Sciences did a report on enhancing life skills or competencies in youth. They were interested in identifying skills they considered particularly essential for living effectively in the 21st century, in a world where change is the norm. They settled on three clusters that they called interpersonal skills, intrapersonal skills, and cognitive skills.6

Next, I looked at what major thinkers in the area of character education had to say about the nature of character. A recurring theme was the importance of addressing moral character, productive character, and intellectual character in these programs.7 I can also point to the metaphor of “head, heart, and hands.” This has been used in a variety of settings, including education theory.8 To the general public, it’s probably best known because of the youth organization called 4-H, where head, heart, and hands are three of the Hs (the last is health).

There’s also a coalition of nonprofit organizations that is currently supporting an initiative called the Inner Development Goals. Unlike the other sources I’ve cited, this effort targets change in adults and corporations as well as kids. Like the National Academy of Sciences, the focus here is on personal development goals needed to address global challenges such as poverty and climate change.9 Their goals are captured in five words. The first, Being, has to do with a person’s relationship with themself, so it doesn’t really fit with the communal role that makes the three capacities central to character. The others are Thinking, Relating, Collaborating, and Acting. The first two very clearly line up with mind and heart, while the last two primarily are aspects of will.

Finally, I’m not the first to refer to heart, will, and mind. I first heard those terms through an organization called Character Lab. The Lab existed for a while at the University of Pennsylvania to provide support for research on character education.10 One of the Lab’s founders was a psychologist named Angela Duckworth. Angela is best known for her work on a concept called grit, but she oversaw the research Eli Tsukayama presented at the very first meeting I attended at Oxford. Based on that research, the Lab started talking about heart, will, and mind as the key elements of character.

As far as I know, though, credit for first using heart, will, and mind goes to a Welsh minister by the name of David Martyn Lloyd-Jones. Back in 1965, he suggested the goal of a Christian education is to achieve a full commitment of heart, will, and mind to Jesus.11

In Philosophy

Moving on from examples mainly relevant to education and kids, variations on the capacities can also be found in how philosophers talk about the idea of virtue. Virtue theory in philosophy is a complicated topic, but one of its central recurring themes has to do with identifying the key elements of character, what philosophers historically have referred to as “the virtues.” Aristotle was among the first to explore virtues in detail, and he divided them into two groups. The intellectual cluster included virtues like wisdom and knowledge. The moral cluster included virtues we would think of as moral, like generosity or justice. But it also included virtues reflecting self-control such as courage and restraint.12

An even more direct reference to the three appears in Buddhism. Buddhists don’t necessarily resonate with the word virtue, but the religion focuses heavily on describing the right way to live. A key concept in Buddhist philosophy is the eightfold path to enlightenment, a list of eight ways of being in the world that are similar to virtues. Elements of the path include right understanding and right effort. The eight in turn are divided into three groups that are commonly called moral conduct, discipline, and wisdom.13

Randy Curren is also not the only modern philosopher who has settled on concepts that sound like the three capacities. I’ve found four different discussions about the philosophy of virtue spanning the period from 1907 to 2018 that settle on variations of the three.14 Sometimes when I make presentations to audiences I know are interested in the topic of virtue, I refer to my three elements of character as clusters of virtues.15

In Psychology

In the context of education or philosophy, heart, mind, and will are something to which we can aspire. There’s also psychological research suggesting they already play a practical role in our daily lives. This research suggests when
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