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Tens of thousands of years ago, after primitive humans had finished the basic work of evolving and inventing fire and fighting off tigers and stuff, some group of them began to talk about morality. They devoted part of their precious time and energy to thinking about why people do things, and tried to figure out ways for them to do those things better, more justly, and more fairly. Before those people died, the things they said were picked up and discussed by other people, and then by other people, and so on and so on all the way to this very moment—which means that for the last few dozen millennia, people the world over have been having one very long unbroken conversation about ethics.

Most of the people who’ve devoted their lives to that conversation didn’t do it for money, or fame, or glory—academia (and more specifically, philosophy) is not the best route, if that’s what you’re after. They just did it because they believed that morality matters. That the basic questions of how we should behave on earth are worth talking about, in order to discover and describe a better path for all of us. This book is dedicated, with my extreme gratitude, to all those who have engaged in that remarkable and deeply human conversation.

It’s also dedicated to J.J., William, and Ivy, who matter the most, to me.





This business is everybody’s business.

—ALBERT CAMUS, The Plague

Do the best you can until you know better. Then when you know better, do better.

—MAYA ANGELOU






Introduction

Today, you’ve decided to be a good person.

You don’t know why, really—you just woke up this morning full of vim and vigor and optimism, despite a world that often seems hell-bent on bumming you out, and you hopped out of bed determined to be a little bit better today than you were yesterday.

This shouldn’t be that hard, right? You just need to make some small changes in the way you live. You walk outside, see a plastic cup on the street, pick it up, and throw it away. That feels good! Yesterday you might have ignored that garbage and kept on walking, but not today, baby. Today you’re better. At the grocery store you spend a little extra to buy cage-free eggs and milk from humanely treated cows. It makes you smile to think of those cows munching happily on organic grass instead of being cooped up in some awful factory farm. Remembering an article you read about the impact of the beef industry on climate change, you even pass on the hamburger meat in favor of veggie patties. Now the cows are even happier! Because they’re not dead!

You’re doing great today. The New You is crushing it.

You take a quick jog around the neighborhood (for health!), help an old lady across the street (for kindness!), watch a documentary (for knowledge!), check the news (for citizenship!), and go to sleep. What a great day.

But then you lie in bed, staring at the ceiling. Something’s nagging at you. How much “goodness” did you actually achieve? You feel like you did some good stuff, but then again you also felt like you could pull off wearing a zebra-print fedora to your office holiday party last year, and we all know how that turned out.

So now imagine that you can call on some kind of Universe Goodness Accountant to give you an omniscient, mathematical report on how well you did. After she crunches the numbers on your day of good deeds and the receipt unspools from her Definitive Goodness Calculator, she gives you some bad news.

That plastic cup you tossed? It’s eventually going to flow into the ocean, joining the Texas-size trash island that’s threatening marine life in the Pacific. (You read about that when you checked the news before bed, but you didn’t think you had anything to do with it.) The veggie patties were shipped to your local store from someplace very far away, rendering their carbon footprint massive, and the cows you pictured are in fact penned up in a factory farm, because the legal definitions of “organic” and “grass-fed” are embarrassingly loose thanks to shady legislation written by agribusiness lobbyists. The cows aren’t happy. They’re sad. They’re sad cows.

It gets worse: The sneakers you wore on your jog were made in a factory where workers are paid four cents an hour. The documentarian who made the film you watched is a weird creep who likes to sniff strangers’ hair on the subway—nice work putting ten bucks in his pocket—and the streaming service you watched it on is part of a multinational conglomerate that also makes killer drones for the North Korean air force. Oh and by the way, that old lady you helped collects Nazi memorabilia. “But she seemed so sweet,” you say. Nope! Secret Nazi. She was actually on her way to buy more Nazi stuff—that’s what you helped her across the street to do.

Well, great. Now you’re miserable. You tried to be good, in your own small way, and the world smacked you across the face. You’re also angry. You had good intentions, and at least you put in the effort—shouldn’t that count for something?! And you’re discouraged. You can’t afford to do much more than what you did, because you’re not a billionaire who can start some giant charitable foundation, and given everything else we have to deal with in our everyday lives, who has the time and money and energy to think about ethics?

In short: being good is impossible, and it was pointless to even try, and we should all just eat hormone-filled cheeseburgers, toss the trash directly into the Pacific Ocean, and give up.

That was a fun experiment. What now?

Most people think of themselves as “good,” and would like to be thought of as “good.” Consequently, many (given the choice) would prefer to do a “good” thing instead of a “bad” thing. But it’s not always easy to determine what is good or bad in this confusing, pretzel-twisty world, full of complicated choices and pitfalls and booby traps and bad advice from seemingly trustworthy friends like stupid Wendy, who said the fedora was “ugly-cute” and convinced you to buy it. And even if you do somehow navigate the minefield of modern life and succeed at being good, you’re just one person! This planet contains eight billion people, and a lot of them don’t seem to care at all about being good. There are corrupt politicians, and conniving CEOs, and people who don’t pick up the dog poop when their dogs poop on the sidewalk, and evil dictators, and stupid Wendy (what is her deal? Does she enjoy making other people miserable?), so it’s hard not to wonder if one person being “good” even matters. Or, to phrase it the way I did when I started reading moral philosophy and thinking about this enormous, knotted, tangled mess:

What the hell am I supposed to do?

This question—how can we live a more ethical life?—has plagued people for thousands of years,1 but it’s never been tougher to answer than it is now, thanks to challenges great and small that flood our day-to-day lives and threaten to overwhelm us with impossible decisions and complicated results that have unintended consequences. Plus, being anything close to an “ethical person” requires daily thought and introspection and hard work; we have to think about how we can be good not, you know, once a month, but literally all the time. To make it a little less overwhelming, this book hopes to boil down the whole confusing morass into four simple questions that we can ask ourselves whenever we encounter any ethical dilemma, great or small:


	What are we doing?

	Why are we doing it?

	Is there something we could do that’s better?

	Why is it better?



That’s moral philosophy and ethics2 in a nutshell—the search for answers to those four questions. And while the Universe Goodness Accounting Department had mostly bad news to offer us, here’s some good news: Philosophers have been thinking about those exact questions for a very long time. They have answers for us—or, at least, they have ideas that may help us formulate our own answers. And if we can get past the fact that a lot of those philosophers wrote infuriatingly dense prose that gives you an instant tension headache, we might arm ourselves with their theories, use them when we make decisions, and be a little better today than we were yesterday.

I became interested in moral philosophy when I began the work of creating a TV show called The Good Place. If you’ve seen it, you’ll recognize many of the ideas in this book because we explored them on the show. If you haven’t seen it, (a) how dare you insult me like that, (b) I’m just kidding, and (c) don’t worry! Because the whole point of this project is to take you on the journey I went on, from a guy who knew almost nothing about this subject to someone who could write a book about it. (Or at least, convince Simon & Schuster that I could write a book about it.) I fell in love with ethics for a simple reason: Nearly every single thing we do has some ethical component to it, whether we realize it or not. That means we owe it to ourselves to learn what the hell ethics is and how it works, so we don’t screw everything up all the time. We share this planet with other people. Our actions affect those people. If we care at all about those people, we ought to figure out how to make the best decisions we can.

Another thing I love about ethics is: It’s free!3 You don’t need to apply for a license to be ethical, or pay an annual fee to make good decisions. Think of the world as a museum, and ethical rules as a volunteer museum worker, standing silently in a green sport coat, hands clasped behind her back. We’re all walking around the museum looking at art (in this metaphor: morally confusing situations), some of which we understand and some of which we definitely don’t, because it’s all swirly and abstract and confusing. And when we see something we don’t know how to interpret, we can just ask the nice lady in the green sport coat what we’re looking at and what it means, and she’ll tell us, for free! I mean, we could just nod thoughtfully and pretend we understand it—a time-honored tradition, in both art museums and life—but there’s just gonna be more confusing stuff in the next room, so we might as well get some help making sense of whatever we’re looking at now.

Before we get started, I have one more piece of good news. The very act of engaging with these ideas and asking these questions means we’ve already taken a crucial step: we’ve simply decided to care about whether what we do is good or bad. Which means: we’ve decided to try to be better.

That alone is a big deal. A quick glance around will reveal a ton of people who have clearly decided they don’t care about being ethical, so they’re not really trying. Part of me doesn’t entirely blame them, because attempting to be a decent moral agent in the universe—a fancy way of saying “trying to do the right thing”—means we are bound to fail. Even making our best efforts to be good people, we’re gonna screw up. Constantly. We’ll make a decision we think is right and good, only to find out it was wrong and bad. We’ll do something we don’t think will affect anyone, only to find out it sure as hell did, and man are we in trouble. We will hurt our friends’ feelings, harm the environment, support evil companies, accidentally help an elderly Nazi cross the street. We will fail, and then fail again, and again, and again. On this test, which we take daily whether we want to or not, failure is guaranteed—in fact, even getting like a C-plus often seems hopelessly out of reach. All of which can make caring about what we do—or in the modern parlance, “giving a crap”—seem pointless.

But that failure means more, and has more potential value, if we do care. Because if we care about doing the right thing, we will also want to figure out why we failed, which will give us a better chance to succeed in the future. Failure hurts, and it’s embarrassing, but it’s also how we learn stuff—it’s called “trial and error,” not “one perfect trial and we nail it and then we’re done.” Plus, come on—the alternative to caring about our ethical lives is really no alternative at all. We’re supposed to just ignore all questions about our behavior? Phone it in, morally speaking? I can’t believe that’s the right move. If we care about anything in this life, we ought to care about whether what we’re doing is good or bad. (Later we’ll meet a group of very bleak French guys who believed there’s no God and we’re just tiny flecks of nothingness floating on a big dumb rock in space—and even they didn’t want us to just throw in the ethical towel.) This book is an account of my own journey through moral philosophy, but it’s also about learning to accept failure—or really, to embrace it—as a necessary and beneficial by-product of our efforts to try, learn, and improve.

So. We’re going to ask questions about what to do in certain situations, and attempt to answer them using some ideas that are 2,400 years old and some that were proposed basically yesterday. We’ll start off easy, to introduce those ideas—what they say, what they ask of us, how they claim to make us better people if we follow them. Then we’ll ramp things up, applying what we’ve learned to more gnarly and tangled issues, introducing new ideas along the way. And by the time this book is done, we will know exactly how to act in every conceivable situation, so as to produce a verifiably maximal amount of moral good. We will be perfect. People will gaze upon us with awe and admiration. All our friends will be so jealous.

I’m just kidding—we’re still gonna fail all the time. But again, that’s okay! So, let’s start failing. Or, in the words of Samuel Beckett:

Try again. Fail again. Fail better.


	1 Well, let’s be honest: it’s plagued some people. For every conscientious citizen, there’s a whole bunch of cheaters and liars and Wolf of Wall Street maniacs who see ethical rules as annoying obstacles to getting whatever they want.

	2 I, like many people, use the terms “morals” and “ethics” somewhat interchangeably, over the objection of hard-core philosophers and linguistics nerds. If you enjoy semantic rabbit holes, you can poke around various dictionaries and tease out the differences… and then join me as we blithely ignore those differences, because life’s too short.

	3 Minus, I suppose, the cost of this book, if you chose to buy it. Also, I should add that actually acting ethically often requires us to spend money or time. I only mean to suggest that the ideas, or concepts, are freely available.





A Few Questions Readers Might Have, Before We Get Started

Do I need to know anything about moral philosophy before I read this book?

No. My goal was to write a book anyone could understand, regardless of your familiarity with the subject. It’s intended as an introduction to these ideas for relative laypeople—like I was when I began reading up.

So, you’re not a philosopher? Or a professor? Or even a grad student?

No. I’m just, like, a guy. But that’s the point! Everyone holding this book is “just a guy,” or “a lady,” or “someone who’s concerned with how to behave,” or “a person who was gifted this book on ‘how to be a better person’ by a friend and is only now realizing that maybe it was some kind of veiled hint.”1

If I want to learn about moral philosophy, why would I read your book instead of a breakdown from some smarter, professor-type person?

First of all, that’s rude. But more importantly: I spent a lot of time studying this stuff and discussing it with some very smart and funny people, trying to present it in a way that doesn’t give everyone a tension headache. My goal here isn’t to revolutionize the field of moral philosophy. It’s simply to relay its nuts and bolts so we can all apply it to our real lives.

Okay, you’re just some guy. Then who the hell are you to judge me?!

Yeah, I thought you might ask this question. So, listen: This book is in no way meant to make you feel bad about whatever dumb stuff you’ve done in your life. It’s certainly not meant to suggest I haven’t done a bunch of dumb stuff in my life, because I definitely have, and continue to. Nobody’s perfect. (As we’ll see in chapter 5, “moral perfection” is both impossible to attain and a bad idea to even attempt.) Again, the goal is to embrace our inevitable failures and find a way to get some use out of them—to learn ways to benefit when we make mistakes instead of just stewing in our own guilt, doomed to make those same mistakes all over again.

I am a smart professor-type person, and I’m furious. You only discuss the works of a few of the great philosophers! How could you possibly ignore the work of so many important thinkers?!

Moral philosophy has been around for thousands of years, and every new theory relates in some way to theories that came before it. Sometimes you’ll be hacking your way through a dense philosophical tome, and you’ll come upon a sixty-page digression where the author discusses some other dense philosophical tome, and if you haven’t already fought your way through that tome you get hopelessly lost, your eyes glaze over, and you just put the book down and watch The Bachelor.2 If I had tried to cover all of moral philosophy I would have done nothing but read books for sixty years and then died, and I have kids and a wife and I like to watch basketball and stuff. Not to mention that some philosophy I did try to read was just incomprehensible to me. At one point I got really excited about metaphysics, which dates back to the ancient Greeks and involves questions about the very nature of existence. Sounds fun! I opened a book called Introduction to Metaphysics by the German philosopher Martin Heidegger, and the very first sentence, with translator footnotes, looked something like this:


Why1 are2 there3 things4?

1. “Why” is perhaps not even the right question; better to ask “how” or “to what end.”

2. We are obviously making a priori assumptions that there “are,” indeed, “things.”

3. Heidegger employs the German word IchschätzedieMühediesnachzuschlagen, which has no direct translation, so I have chosen the crude English word “there,” which is a tragic and grievous misrepresentation of Heidegger’s intent.

4. “Things” might better be thought of as “loci of existence,” or perhaps the neologism “essents,” meaning “things that have essence,” or perhaps a new word I just made up called “blerf,” which has no meaning at all, but is somehow in its nonsensical nonmeaning the most accurate word one can use to delineate the difference between nothingness and somethingness.



That’s a slight exaggeration, but only slight. I gave up after maybe four more sentences. Later I found out that Heidegger was basically a fascist, so I feel like I made the right call.

But there’s another reason I included what I included and ignored what I ignored: The works discussed in this book are simply the ones I liked and connected with. They’re the ones that made sense to me, in a cartoon-lightbulb-turning-on-above-my-head kind of a way. This simple sense of connection matters with something like philosophy, which is a massive and diverse rain forest of ideas. No one explorer can map the whole jungle, so you end up gravitating toward certain thinkers and away from others based on nothing more complicated than how much they resonate with you.

My understanding of ethics (and thus: the crux of this book) is organized broadly around a group of theories—virtue ethics, deontology, and utilitarianism—which are currently thought of as the “Big Three” in Western moral philosophy. That focus marginalizes some of the most famous thinkers in history, like Lao-tzu, David Hume, and John Locke, all of whose writings overlap with one of these Big Three theories but maybe aren’t integral to them. Also, because I wanted The Good Place to be secular, I shied away from religious thinkers like Saint Thomas Aquinas and Søren Kierkegaard. Should the ideas in this book pique your interest, and you grab a compass and head into the jungle yourself, it’s likely that some of the folks I mostly ignored will become your personal favorites. And then you can write your own book, and talk about why your people are better than my people!

I am a different very smart professor-type person, and I must say you have completely misinterpreted [something]. How could you have so blatantly misread [that thing]?

In 1746, a group of British booksellers asked Dr. Samuel Johnson to write a definitive dictionary of the English language. Over the next eight years, he did just that—he wrote an entire dictionary. Using only his own brain.3 After he was done, a woman approached him, annoyed, and asked how he could have possibly defined a “pastern” as “the knee of a horse” when it is actually part of the foot. Johnson replied: “Ignorance, Madam. Pure ignorance!” So, if I got something wrong, that’s the reason: pure ignorance!

Wouldn’t it have been smart to have someone help you with this? An actual, you know, philosopher?

Ah, but I did—Professor Todd May, longtime professional academic and author of several excellent books on moral philosophy. We met when I asked him to help the writing staff of The Good Place figure out what the hell any philosopher was ever talking about, and he then agreed to collaborate with me on this book—to “spot me,” as it were, and help me not screw up the scholarship so badly that I get sued by Jeremy Bentham’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandkids. So actually, now that I think about it, if there are any problems with the philosophy in this book, it’s not because of my ignorance. It’s Todd’s fault. Blame him.4


	1 Other “not interested in ethics” types who might theoretically be holding this book right now: a guy who needs something heavy to squash a bug; a kid from the 1950s who’s using it to hide his comic book during class; a woman who got it from her office Secret Santa and needs to flip through the first few pages to try to convince her coworker Terrence that he made a good choice and she definitely wouldn’t rather have gotten booze like everyone else; a dog who got this book in his mouth somehow and now everyone around him is like, “Ha ha, check it out, Buster’s trying to read!”

	2 Hypothetically. I mean, I never did this. But hypothetically that is something someone would do.

	3 And several assistants, who helped him collect and organize all the entries, but the point stands. Johnson got paid the equivalent of about $250,000 in today’s money for eight years’ work. I hate to be “Hollywood” about this, but that dude needed a better agent.

	4 Note from Todd: Fair enough.





PART ONE

In Which We Learn Various Theories About How to Be Good People from the Three Main Schools of Western Moral Philosophy That Have Emerged over the Last 2,400 Years, Plus a Bunch of Other Cool Stuff, All in Like Eighty Pages




CHAPTER ONE Should I Punch My Friend in the Face for No Reason?

No. You shouldn’t. Was that your answer? Sweet. You’re doing great so far.

If I surveyed a thousand people and asked them if they think it’s okay to punch their friends in the face for no reason, I’d bet all thousand would say no.1 This person is our friend. This person did nothing wrong. We should not, therefore, punch our friend in the face. But the weird thing about asking why we shouldn’t do this, despite how obvious it seems, is that we may stumble trying to formulate an answer.

“Because, you know, it’s… bad.”

Even sputtering out that simplistic explanation is weirdly encouraging—it means we’re aware that there’s an ethical component to this action, and we’ve determined it’s, you know… “bad.” But to become better people, we need a sturdier answer for why we shouldn’t do it than “because it’s bad.” Understanding an actual ethical theory that explains why it’s bad can then help us make decisions about what to do in a situation that’s less morally obvious than “Should I punch my friend in the face for no reason?” Which is just about every other situation.

An obvious place to start might be to say, well, a good person doesn’t generally do things like that, and a bad person does, and we want to be good people. The next step would be to better define what a “good person” really is, and that’s trickier than it might seem. The initial idea behind The Good Place was that a “bad” woman, who had lived a selfish and somewhat callous life, is admitted to an afterlife paradise due to a clerical error and finds herself ticketed for an idyllic eternity alongside the very best people who ever lived—people who’d spent their time removing landmines and eradicating poverty, whereas she’d spent her life littering, lying to everyone, and remorselessly selling fake medicine to frightened seniors. Scared she’s going to be discovered, she decides to try to become a “good” person in order to earn her spot. I thought that was a fun idea, but I also quickly realized I had no idea what it really meant to be “good” or “bad.” I could describe actions as “good” or “bad”—


	sharing good

	murder bad

	helping friends good

	punching friends in the face for no reason bad



—but what was underlying those behaviors? What’s an all-encompassing, unifying theory that explains “good” or “bad” people? I got lost trying to find it—which is what led me to moral philosophy, which then led me to producing the show, which eventually led me to writing a book where I spend twenty-two pages trying to explain why it’s not cool to randomly coldcock your buddy.

Philosophers describe “good and bad” in a bunch of different ways, and we’ll touch on many of them in this book. Some of them do in fact approach the concepts of good and bad through actions—they say that good actions obey certain principles that we can discover and then follow. Others say a good action is whatever creates the most pleasure and the least pain. One philosopher even suggests that goodness comes from being as selfish as we possibly can and caring only about ourselves. (Really. She says that.) But the first theory we’re going to talk about—the oldest of the Big Three, called “virtue ethics”—tries to answer the question that initially stumped me: What makes a person good or bad? Virtue ethicists define good people as those who have certain qualities, or “virtues,” that they’ve cultivated and honed over time, so that they not only have these qualities but have them in the exact right amount. Seems gettable, right?

Although… immediately we’re hit with a hundred other questions: Which qualities? How do we get them? How do we know when we’ve gotten them? This happens a lot in philosophy—the second you ask a question, you have to back up and ask fifty other questions just so you know that you’re asking the right question and that you understand why you’re even asking it, and then you have to ask questions within those questions, and you keep backing up and widening out and getting more and more foundational in your investigation until finally a German fascist is trying to figure out why there are even “things.”

We also might wonder if there’s a single way to define a “good” person; after all, as the author Philip Pullman once wrote, “People are too complicated to have simple labels.” We are all highly individualized products of both nature and nurture—complex swirls of inherent personality traits, things learned from teachers and parents and friends, life lessons we picked up from Shakespeare2 and/or the Fast & Furious movies.3 Is it possible to describe a set of qualities we all have to have, in the exact right amount, that will make every one of us “good”? To answer that, we need to unlearn all the stuff we’ve learned—we need to reset, take ourselves apart, and then build ourselves back up with a sturdier understanding of what the hell we’re doing and why the hell we’re doing it. And to help us do that, we turn to Aristotle.

“A Flowing River of Gold”

Aristotle lived from 384 to 322 BCE, and wrote the most important stuff about the most important stuff. If you want to feel bad about yourself and your measly accomplishments, poke around his Wikipedia page. It’s estimated that less than a third of what he actually wrote has survived, but it covers the following subjects: ethics, politics, biology, physics, math, zoology, meteorology, the soul, memory, sleep and dreams, oratory, logic, metaphysics, politics, music, theater, psychology, cooking, economics, badminton, linguistics, politics, and aesthetics. That list is so long I snuck “politics” in there three times without you even noticing, and you didn’t so much as blink when I claimed he wrote about “badminton,” which definitely didn’t exist in the fourth century BCE. (I also don’t think he ever wrote about cooking, but if you told me Aristotle had once tossed off a four-thousand-word papyrus scroll about how to make the perfect chicken Parm, I wouldn’t blink an eye.) His influence over the history of Western thought cannot be overstated. Cicero even described his prose as “a flowing river of gold,” which is a very cool way for a famous statesman and orator to describe your writing. (Although, also: Take it down a notch, Cicero. Coming off a little thirsty.)

For the purposes of this book, though, we’re only concerned with Aristotle’s take on ethics. His most important work on the subject is called the Nicomachean Ethics, named either in honor of his father, Nicomachus, or his son, Nicomachus, or I suppose possibly a different guy named Nicomachus that he liked better than either his dad or his kid. Explaining what makes a person good, instead of focusing on what kinds of things such a person does, requires several steps. Aristotle needs to define (1) which qualities a good person ought to have, (2) in which amounts, (3) whether everyone has the capacity for those qualities, (4) how we acquire them, and (5) what it will look (or feel) like when we actually have them. This is a long to-do list, and walking through his argument takes a little patience and time. Some of the thinkers we’ll meet later have theories that can be decently presented in a few sentences; Aristotle’s ethics is more of a local train, making many stops. But it’s an enjoyable ride!

When Do We Arrive at “Good Person” Station?

It might seem odd to begin with the final question noted in the last paragraph, but that’s actually how Aristotle does it. He first defines our ultimate goal—the very purpose of being alive, the thing we’re shooting for—the same way a young swimmer might identify “Olympic gold medal” as a target that would mean “maximum success.” Aristotle says that thing is: happiness. That’s the telos,4 or goal, of being human. His argument for this is pretty solid, I think. There are things we do for some other reason—like, we work in order to earn money, or we exercise in order to get stronger. There are also good things we want, like health, honor, or friendships, because they make us happy. But happiness is the top dog on the list of “things we desire”—it has no aim other than itself. It’s the thing we want to be, just… to be it.

Technically, in the original Greek, Aristotle actually uses the nebulous word “eudaimonia,” which sometimes gets translated as “happiness” and sometimes as “flourishing.”5 I prefer “flourishing,” because that feels like a bigger deal than “happiness.” We’re talking about the ultimate objective for humans here, and a flourishing person sounds like she’s more fulfilled, complete, and impressive than a “happy” person. There are many times when I’m happy, but I don’t feel like I’m flourishing, really. Like, it’s hard for me to imagine a greater happiness than watching a basketball game and eating a sleeve of Nutter Butters, but am I flourishing when I do that? Is that my maximum possible level of fulfillment? Is that the be-all and end-all of my personal potential? (My brain keeps trying to answer “Yes!” to these rhetorical questions, and if that’s true it’s kind of sad for me, so I’m just going to power through, here.) Aristotle actually anticipated this tension, and resolved it by explaining that happiness is different from pleasure (the kind associated with hedonism), because people have brains and the ability to reason. That means the kind of capital-H Happiness he’s talking about has to involve rational thought and virtues of character, and not just, to give one example off the top of my head, the NBA Finals and a Costco bucket of peanut butter cookies.

If “flourishing” is still a bit slippery as a concept, think of it this way: You know how some people who are really into jogging talk about a “runner’s high”? It is (they claim) a state of euphoria they achieve late in a long race, where they suddenly don’t even feel like they’re tired or laboring because they’ve “leveled up” and are now superhuman running gods, floating above the course, buoyed by the power of Pure Running Joy. Two things to say about this: First, those people are dirty liars, because there is no way to achieve higher-level enjoyment from running, because there’s no way to achieve any enjoyment from running, because there is nothing enjoyable about running. Running is awful, and no one should ever do it unless they’re being chased by a bear. And second, Aristotle’s flourishing, to me, is a sort of “runner’s high” for the totality of our existence—it’s a sense of completeness that flows through us when we are nailing every aspect of being human.

So in Aristotle’s view, the very purpose of living is to flourish—just like the purpose of a flute is to produce beautiful music, and the purpose of a knife is to cut things perfectly. And it sounds awesome, right? #LivingOurBestLives? Just totally acing it? Aristotle’s a good salesman, and he gets us all excited with his pitch: we can all, in theory, achieve this super-person status. But then he drops the hammer: If we want to flourish, we need to attain virtues. Lots of them. In precise amounts and proportions.

What Are Virtues?

We can think of virtues as the aspects of a person’s makeup that we admire or associate with goodness; basically, the qualities in people that make us want to be their friends—like bravery, temperance, generosity, honesty, magnanimity, and so on.6 Aristotle defines virtues as the things that “cause [their] possessors to be in a good state and to perform their functions well.” So, the virtues of a knife are those qualities that make it good at being a knife, and the virtues of a horse are the horse’s inherent qualities that make it good at galloping and other horsey stuff. The human virtues he listed, then, are the things that make us good at being human. This seems kind of redundant, at first glance. If on day one of tennis lessons our instructor told us that “the virtues of a good tennis player are the things that make us good at tennis,” we’d likely nod, pretend to get a phone call, and then cancel the rest of our session. But the analogies make perfect sense:



	THE THING

	ITS VIRTUES

	ITS PURPOSE




	Knife

	Sharpness, blade strength, balance, etc.

	Cutting things well




	Tennis player

	Agility, reflexes, court vision, etc.

	Playing great all-around tennis




	Human

	Generosity, honesty, courage, etc.

	Flourishing/happiness





We now know what we need (virtues) and we know what they’ll do for us (help us flourish). So… how do we get them? Do we already have them, somehow? Were we born with them? Sadly, there’s no easy fix here. Acquiring virtues is a lifelong process, and it’s really hard. (I know, it’s a bummer. When Eleanor Shellstrop—Kristen Bell’s character from The Good Place—asks her philosophy mentor Chidi Anagonye how she can become a good person, she wonders if there’s a pill she can take, or something she can vape. No such luck.)

How Do We Get These Virtues?

Unfortunately, in Aristotle’s view, no one’s just born inherently and completely virtuous—there’s no such thing as a baby who already possesses sophisticated and refined versions of all of these great qualities.7 But we’re all born with the potential to get them. All people have what he calls “natural states” of virtue: “Each of us seems to possess his type of character to some extent by nature; for in fact we are just, brave, prone to temperance, or have another feature, immediately from birth.” I think of these as “virtue starter kits”—basic tools and crude maps that kick off our lifelong quest for refined virtues. Aristotle says these starter kits are the coarse character traits possessed by children and animals—which, if you’ve ever taken a bunch of ten-year-old boys to Dave & Buster’s, you know are often indistinguishable.

We can all probably identify some starter kit we had as kids. From a very early age I was an extreme rule follower—or maybe let’s say I was “inclined toward the virtue of dutifulness,” so I don’t sound like such a suck-up. It takes a tremendous amount of convincing for me to break any rule, no matter how minimal the potential punishment, because my personal virtue starter kit for dutifulness came extremely well equipped—lots of tools in there. One of them is this little voice in my head—present as far back as I can remember—that starts chirping at me if anyone violates a rule, and it doesn’t stop until the rule is followed.8 When I was a freshman in college, our dorm had a rule that all loud music had to be off by one a.m. If I was at a party at one a.m., even in someone else’s room, that little voice would instruct me to edge over to the stereo and nudge the music down a little. Because that was the rule. You can imagine how popular I was at parties.9

But again, these starter kits represent only our potential to become virtuous—there’s a huge difference between that potential and the real thing. Think of it this way: We sometimes talk of certain people being “born” with certain qualities—she’s a “born leader,” or he’s a “born bagpiper,” or whatever. What we really mean is that the person seems to have a natural aptitude for leading or bagpiping, and we often say it in awe because that skill doesn’t come naturally to us. We’ve never even thought about trying to play the bagpipes, so whenever our friend Rob drags that floppy Dr. Seuss–looking contraption out of his closet and fires it up, we ascribe his talent to some internal, inaccessible setting that he seems to have magically had from birth. Then, when Rob gets a full ride to Ohio State on a bagpipe scholarship, we think, “Rob has fulfilled his destiny by capitalizing on his






“When Have We Actually ‘Achieved’ These Virtues?”












Golden Means: They Make You Less Annoying!










Needless Cruelty: A Good Thing to Avoid












	(a) punch someone in the face

	or

	(b) don’t





	(a) punch someone in the face

	or

	(b) punch someone else in the stomach?
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