
Chapter I 

An introduction to the concept 
of flourishing 
Good character and beyond 

The aims of the book 

W hy do some students' capabilities, strengths and ta1ents seem to lie fallow 
at school? W hy do so many students encer school as 'originals' but leave a..1; 

'copies'? Why is so much of schooling preoccupied with preparing students 
for a life of tests rather than che tests of life? How can education be designed 
and executed such that it helps all students achieve their potential? 

Given the growing disillusionment in educat ional circles w ith mere 
grade attainment and high achievement in PI SA scores as the be- all and 
end-all of schooling, the time is ripe to revisit some perennia l questions 
about the role of education in helping students flourish overall as hu man 
beings. T his book is written for readers who share my pas.sionate inter­
est in these questions, be they academ ics, un iversity students, reflective 
practitloners or simply intellectua11y m inded parents interested in looking 
beneath the surface of what talk of '.student flourishing ' rea lly means and 
how it can be put into practice. I know it is a call order co reach out to all 
those d iverse readerships, but I want to try to say something in this book 
that, at best, provokes, inspires and enlightens different kinds of readers -
or, at least , shocks and in furiates them sufficiently to shake them out of 
their comfort zones. 

More specific-ally, this book proposes to develop a conception of swdent 
flourishing (understood as students' obj ective well-being) as the overarching 
aim of education. Because l consider good education to be part of the good 
life, rather than just a preparation for it , l need to engage with a broad con­
ception of hu man flourishing and show how education, ideally, both instan­
tiates and encourages it. I define the core concept of the book as follows. 
H1mwn jlourlslu'n,'! is the (relatively) unencumbered, freely chosen and devel­
opmentally progressive activity ofa meani ngful (subjectively purposeful and 
objeccively valuable) li fe chat actualises s..nisfactorHy an individual human 
being's natural capacities in areas of species-specific existential tasks at which 
human beings (as rational, social, moral and emotional agents) can most suc­
cessfully excel. 
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This is. to be sure, a rather comp]ex definition. grammaticalJy and sub­
stamive]y, involving many distinct variab]es that I begin to explain in the 
fo lJowing section and spell om gradually in more decail in the course of the 
book. h will not escape the attemion of observant readers that the concep­
tion of flourishing elicited here falls broadly within the parameters of the 
welJ-known Aristotelian concept of eudafo1()u;a; hence che book's subtitle, 
'A Neo-Ariscotelian View'. J am an unrepemam Aristotelian sympachiser 
and am happy to accept che label 'neo-Ariscotelian'. a1though I understand 
myself to be so in a reconstructive rather ch.an an exegetical sense (Kriscj:insson, 
2007; 2015; 2018). Yet the conception of flourishing developed in this 
book distinguishes itself from Aristot1e's own conception in various ways. 
While neo-Aristotelian.s typicalJy offer fr iendly 'naturalistic' amendments or 
upgrades (rather than wholesale replacements) of aspects of Aristotle's theory in 
ligln of contemporary social s.ciencific findings and deve]opments in current 
virtue ethics, this book departs further from the Aristotelian script by adding 
contours to the conception of flourishing that are recognisably un-Aristotelfan. 
At no point do ) want to imbue readers with che feeling that they are t rapped 
with the ghost of Aristotle inside a januned eJevator. 

Notice here thac I wi11 be arguing that the 'good life' of the student, 
to which education should contribute, must involve engagement with 
self- transcendent ideals and ignite awe-filled enchantment in ways that go 
well beyond, and even clash with, traditional Aristotle-inspired conceptions 
of eudalmonia. Also, it must allow for moral e]evation and radical gestalt­
switches (epiphan ic psycho- mora] conversions) of kinds that are bound to 
appear alien to orthodox Aristotelians. In some ways, my conception will 
turn out to be more demanding than Aristot]e's, for example by postu lating 
that the flourishing agent must have a clear personal sense of meaning or pur­
pose and engage with transpersonal moral ideals. I 11 o ther ways, ir will be less 
demanding, for example by assuming that people need not be fully virtuous 
to flourish satisfactorily (e.g. being well 'self-controlled' can suffice) and that 
Hourishing need not necessarily be accompan ied by subjective weJl-being. In 
capsule form, I will be off'ering a new complex and multi-layered conception 
of eucltllut~d jl,mrisl1l,~ to replace Aristotle's own (arguably) disenchanted con­
ception. O ne of my challenges will be to satisfy readers that I am not simply 
saddling Aristotle's system with alien elements - such as a Platonic realm of 
transcendence or a cheapened ersatz version of religious spirfruality - that under-
111 i ne rhe credibility of the overarching, i( fluid and Aexible. Aristotelian 
architectonic of flourishing that I wish to preserve. 

Admitte<.ily. in some sections of the book I will be debating with fo llow 
Aristotelians and may end up speaking~-" catl,~dm with respect to Aristotle's 
magisterial voice. However, I do not take Aristotle's text as the last word 
on anything. Do I believe that everything I say, in terms of conceptual 
underpin nings and empirical evidence about flourishing, could in principle 
be said without any reference to Aristotle and simply rely on contemporary 
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philosophica] and socia] sciencific sources? Yes, I do. Do I believe chat the 
message conveyed would be as coherent and compelling if presemed in chat 
way? No, I do not. So what is the role of Aristotelian theory chen, exactly? 
The short answer is that I see it as a re,gultttive Meal chat helps give incemal 
cohesion co the account of flourishing presented in this book. 

Ffouris/Jiug as cite Aim of Educatfou picks up ch reads from my 20 J 5 R outledge 
monograph, An'stoteUau Cltaracter Edutdliou. However, it car ries chose chreads 
in new directions such chat chere is virtually no overlap between the two 
books, apart from the fourth section of che present chapter where I rehearse 
some necessary 'basics' about character. In other words, this book is very 
much composed as a standalone volume. Educating young people as persons 
of good character is one thing; educating them cowards a life of overall flour­
ishing is a more ambitious goal. involving a set of considerations that exceed 
the remit of •mere' character education and must ideally be pursued by every 
educator, inside as well as outside of classrooms. Flour ishing being a more 
capacious goal than the cultivation of character, it allows for more social 
and educational variance, as explained later in this chapter, and it requires: 
engagemenc w ith a host of socio-political as well as •spiritual' issues that tend 
co be conveniently eschewed in the literatures: on the moral and charactero­
logical dimensions of schooling. 

Although this book constitutes a tlteorrtical study of the foundations: of 
flour ishing, it is meant to convey significant praaica11essons to policy-makers 
and practitioners, and each chapter closes w ith salient 'food for thought' for 
teachers and other educators who are in a position to directly facilitate stll­
dent flourishing. Yet the book is not meant to be a ltad,;11.e tttam,al. For those 
who are already converts: to the cause of flourishing as the overarching aim 
of education and simply wam practical advice on how to implement it in the 
classroom, I recommend sources that are al ready available (e.g. Morris, 2015; 
Arthur et al. , 2016). That said, J question any neat dichotomy between ' ideal' 
and •non-ideal' theorising (see further in Chapter 2), and I resent the stere­
otype of the educational philosopher occupied in idle musings on a remote 
moumaintop, looking down with a sense of l1orror muudi on the practition­
ers in the trenches. Having taught myself in che past at various: levels of the 
school system, I have always fa iled to s.ee how good educational theory can 
fai l to be tethered to actual practice, any more than good educational practice 
can succeed without solid grounding in theory. In this book, as in my previ­
ous forays imo educational phi losophy, I aim to make a twofold contribmion, 
to theory aud practice, even if the latter may at Lames be more implicit than 
explicit. 

This book does not exist in an historical or theoretical vacuum, and l am 
not a lone crier in the desert. Alongside the recent surge or Aristotle-inspired 
virtue ethics in moral philosophy (see e.g. Annas, 20 11 ). the rise or posi­
tive psychology as a psycho-moral and education.1 I parad igm, drawing ever 
more closely on Aristotelian insights (see e.g. Seligm.:in, 20 11) and the recent 
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revival of interest in Aristotelian or quasi-Ari.notelian character education 
(see e.g. Kristj3nsson, 2015), flouridling )13.s re-emerged as a popular ideal 
of the good human life. Ac che same time, a number of educational philoso­
phers have already developed theories of flourish ing as the overarch ing aim 
of education (see e.g. Brighouse, 2006; Wh ite, 2011; de Ruyter, 2004; 2015; 
Wolbert, 2018). I will be drawing closely on those general theoretical insights 
throughout the book. as its argumems unfold across various chapters. and in 
Chapter 2, I explore specifically some of the educational incarnations of the 
new flourishing paradigm. 

I have been inclined in the pa.st to a somewhat ambivalent attitude a.~ co whether 
to treat rel.aced buc varyingly grounded approaches to a virtue-based flourishing 
agenda. such as virtue eth.jcs/character education versus positive psychology/ 
positive education. as friends, enemies or • frenemies• (Kristj:insson. 2013). Lee 
me make it clear that my aspirations in the present book are for the most part 
accommodating and conciliatory. striving for the consolidation and coagula­
tion of a stream of ideas that are already up for grabs. For example. my aim is 
not so much to di.seance myself from the newly emerging paradigm of flour­
ish ing in education as it is co show how it may, at times, benefit from closer 
convergence with Aristotelian philosophy.just as it may. at times, benefit from 
clearer divergence from it. 

To use a rather worn-ouc idiom in educational discourse, the paradigm 
offlourL~h ing as the aim of education is 'old wine in new bottles'. l say thac 
unapologetically here at the outsel. Good ideas in education rarely lose trac­
tion. However, they must be retrieved, reconceptualised and repackaged for 
each new era in the developmem of human associations. In sum, those are 
precisely the aims of the present book. 

The basics of flourishing accounts 

A poem that is of<en cited in popular web posts (Enright, 2017) describes 
human life in terms of a small acorn growing into a mighty oak tree - despite 
in it ial disbelief from the acorn that this can actua lly happen. le also describes 
the crue] autumn winds that knock the acorn around and can jeopardise its 
growth, although the particular story in chis poem has a happy end . 

It must be admitted that standard accounts of flourish ing tend to lean heav­
ily on simple analogies like the one presented in th is poem about an acorn 
realising its potential - or actualising its 'inherent teleology' - by developing 
inco an oak tree (cf. Haybron , 2016, p. 27). While evocative and suggestive, 
such analogies run the risk of triteness, j ust as it could be complained that 
the message of the poem is simplistic rather chanjust simple. Indeed. a threat 
of bland truisms hovers constantly over educational accounts of flourishing, as 
I acknowledJte at various juncrures in what follows. Yet there L~ something 
imrinsically auractive about the idea chat che goal of education - and of life 
morl! genera lly - is to become the best specimen of one's species that one can 



possibly be. O ne cou]d even say that if any one hoary old adage has stood the 
cesc of time. it is the one about noc letting one's capacities lie fa llow. 

One of che anractions of flourishing accouncs of education is chat chey 
are cypica11y less philosophically loaded, more readi]y couched in ordinary 
language (of oak trees, acorns, ecc.) and more immediately appeaJing co prac­
citioners and lay peop]e dlan tends co be the case with some high-brow and 
esoceric accounts of ultimace educational aims, requiring more theoretica11y 
charged vocabularies. If you grasp why ic is natural and good that an acorn 
gees the chance co grow into an oak cree, or that a bird develops w ings to fly, 
then you also understand why it is nacura] and good thac a child can mature 
into a fully deveJoped, well-rounded adult . You do nor need to ]earn any 
fancy new vocabulary from a philosophy course to explain or articulate this 
basic understanding - although some grounding in philosophy will help co 
elaborate, argue for and justify your account, as I propose co demonstrate in 
this book. 

\Vichin the tradition of flourishing accounts descending from AriscocJe, 
chose tend co be grounded in a ,MturtJUstic 111ethod0Jogy. That simply me-ans 
th-at any substantive claims such accounts make are considered answerab]e to 
empirica] evidence from everyday experiences, and from the natural and 
social sciences. (Aristode often refers remaining puzzles about the good life 
to ' the natural scientists', a lchough that is s1ighc1y comical because he was 
himself prob-ab]y the greatest natural scientist of his day.) This is precisely 
the reason why a number of current social scientists seem to find more affin­
ity with flourishing accounts than with more theoretic-ally 'heavy' accounts 
relying on less readily 'testable' assumptions. There is no place in flourish­
ing accounts for what I called earlier the philosophical l,orror m1111di: fear of 
the rea] world. Th is is also why neo-Aristotelians are ab1e to take quite a 
few liberties in updating the original Aristotle in light of contemporary evi­
dence, arguing that this is what he himself, a.s a devout natura1ist, wou]d 
have done. Owen Flanagan calls the current empirical-normalive inqui ry 
into the nature and conditions of human flourishing 'eudaimouistic sdtt1tia': 
scientific inquiry aimed at capturing deep structural features of Homo sa,,iem, 
based on temble hypotheses (Fl,nag,n, 2007, pp. I, 38, 112). Aristotle would 
undoubtedly have acquiesced in that formulation. Yet, for those steeped in 
post-Enlightenment conceptions of 'naturalism', it must be made clear that 
the understanding of'naturalism' on offer here has no necessary logical asso­
ciation with reductivism, behaviourism, operationalism or instrumencalism 
(see Kristjansson, 2018, chap. 10.2, in response to J,cob<, 2017). Indeed, it 
could be seen as an antidote co all chose 'isms'. 

The most elementary taxonomic-al point to make about the flourish­
ing accounts is that they represent a so-ca lled objati1,e view of human 
well-being, as defined below. However, even that apparently simple cla im 
opc-ns up a cermlnological can of worms.John \Vhite (2011) uses the terms 
'well-being' and 'flourishing' (and indeed 'fulfi lment') interch:mgeably, and 



others would add 'happiness' to che mix. Yet \Vhice is aware chat there are deeply 
and ramifyingly divergent accounts of 'well- being' or 'happiness' (as the 
ungrounded grounder or s1m111wm l,01111111 of human Jife) competing for alle­
giance. Broadly, chose can be divided into subjective and objective account~. 
A subjeaii1t account considers che criteria of well-being to be subjeccive in the 
sense chat they have to do with psychological staces (experiences, attitudes, 
feelings, belie(~) of an agenc. If che agent 's reports on those states are authentic 
(both non-decepcive and non-self-deceptive), they are the last words on her 
well-being. On an objcaive account, however, the criteria of well-being have 
to do with objective features of the agent - facts about her life - that can, 
in principle, be viewed from outside and to which she may or may not be 
privy. Those will include psychological states (on wh ich the agent is. then, 
no unique authority) but also various externalities concerning che circum­
stances and the proper or improper (e.g. virtuous or non-virtuous) running 
of her life. 

There is no space here to offer an extended critique of the main well- being 
accounts, all of which retain partisans; in any case, those have been well 
rehearsed in recem Hterawres (see e.g. Haybron, 2008) and I revisit them 
in C hapter 3. In brief, the most prominent subjective ones are ltedouic and 
life-1t1ti'iftutfo11 accoums. On the former, well-belng is identified w ith plea.s­
ure as a raw, undifferentiated subjective feeling. Those accounts are typically 
criticised for not making a qualitative diff'erence between types of pleas­
ure and for implying (counter-intuitlvely) that being mindlessly 'high' on 
a pleasure- inducing piU coums as true well-being. On the latter accounts, 
well-being signals the ratio of one·s perceived life accomplishments to one's 
aspirations. Those accounts are typically criticised for the counter-intuitive 
assumption that to enhance well-being, it is as useful to lower aspirations as it 
is to increase attainments. Hedonic and life-satisfaction accounts have been 
combined to form widely used measures of so-called (overall) subjective 
well-being (SWB). 

More relevant for pres.em purposes are the objective accounts, of which the 
flourishing-as-the-aim-of-education one is an instantiation. ln some of those 
accounts, which are often referred to collectively as tt1ddimouic, welJ-being refers 
to, and c-an be measured via. a range of objective criteria having to do with 
the optimal functioning of human capabilities (cf Nussbaum, 201 1; Wilson­
Strydom & Walker, 2015). Because the rest of this chapter, and indeed this 
whole book, is taken up with developing precisely such :m account rele­
vant to e<lucation, there is no need to say more about them at this juncture. 
However, it is worth noting that accounts of subjective well-being a.~ the aim 
of education also exist (see e.g. Noddings, 2003). 

Recent decades have seen many auempts co offer combined accounts of 
well-being, aimctd at capcuring both subjective and objective criteria. Two 
of those are specifically germane to the topic of this book as they have been 
used extensively in educational contexts. One is the pc,sitl1,e psytlrolO,IiCtil 



PER Ai/A-model, captur ing positive emotion, engagement, relationship, mean­
ing and accomplishments as criteria ofweU- being (Seligman, 2011). NotabJy, 
the PERM A- mode] relies more on objective criteria than previous posi­
cive psychological models (e.g. Seligman, 2002), for in PERMA even che 
apparently subj ective e]ements are supposed to be underpinned by (objective) 
strengths and virtues. Another mode] i.e. that of seif-determt'natfou tlteory (SD7), 
which posits certain innate universal hu man needs for autonomy, compe­
cence and relacedness (Ryan, C ur ren & Deci, 2013). lncerescingly, SDT has 
also taken an explicitly Aristo telian rnrn of late after the fa thers of the che­
ory, Ryan and Ded, began to collaborate with the Aric.tocelian philosopher 
C urren. 

It is not difficulc co understand why latter-day accounts of well-being in 
school contexts tend to gravitate towards objective crjteria. Since the demise 
of the se1f-esteem industry, when it turned out that too high self-esteem pre­
dicts negative psycho-social outcomes more ()1311 too low self-esteem does 
(Baumeister et al., 2003), education theorists a.re wary of accounts that sim­
ply aim at making students happier about themselves, independent of actual 
merit. Jt is also understandable, however, why subjective criteria continue co 
carry appeal, for it seems churlish to rate as high on well-being - simply by 
dint of external criteria - a student who does not share chat assessment and 
is perhaps deeply dissacisfied with her own life (cf. de R uyter, 2004, p. 380). 

One of the apparent advantages of Aristot1e's original account of euda1'mor1id 
is precisely to posit that such a disharmony is not likely to occur, because 
a certain kind of pleasure, close to what is often characterised nowadays as 
' flow' (Csikszemmihalyi, 1990), will typically characceri.e a flourishing life. 
For Aristot]e, this specific type of pleasure signals the completion of flour ish­
ing activity: actjvity chat is not only conducive to an independently sought 
end of euddl'monla, but is also part of that end. Such activity is true 'e11•et)?ei'a'. 
the actualisation of our true 'e,xou' or functional essence as human belngs 
(as explained in the following section): a sign of development, progress and 
fulfilment. Indeed, Aristo tle does not seriously consider the possibility that 
anyone except the virw ously flourishing can experience thls type of super­
vening pleasure, and he deems it wrong to call someone good who ' does not 
e1tjoy fi ne accions' (1985, p. 21 [1 099a16- 20I). 

It must be remembered, however, that the flow-like state in question is 
not pleasure st'wpliriterbut the experience ofnon-fruscration and lack ofinner 
conHicr. As it differs in species and value from all other pleasures (1985, 
pp. 277-279 [11 75a21- b24I), we could call ic che specific experience of c11d11i-
111011ia in action. Methodologically, this also means that identifying cases of 
flow (in this Aristotelian sense) can be an ind icator of cud"imom'{ happi ness. 
13righouse maimains, along those lines, that reported high levels of subjective 
wel l-being can count as evidence that a student is flourishing (2006, p. 48). 
While that is no doubt t rue as a rough guide, recent rese.irch has indicated 
that agents can (perhaps counter-intuitively) be rad ically self-d-:ceivcd .ibout 
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their own subjective well-being (Haybron, 2008). For example. a .studem 
sinking into depression may nor be aware of it umi] fairly lace and cominue 
co score high on SWB ce.scs. 

I fu11y agree w ich the Aristotelian point that happiness (qua a certain kind 
of plea.sure) idea11y and even typica11y supervenes upon the flourishing life, 
but I am .scepcicaJ of accounts thac propose co ob1iterace, or at least under­
play, che .subjective- objective di.stinccion by offering various kinds of '.sob­
jectivi.st' hybridc.. I critique .such accouncs in Chapter 3, and I do th ink that 
flourishing can, in princip]e, occur wichout .subjective happiness - al though 
that is far from being the ideal omcome. Despjte the gradual move cowards 
more objectivi.st accounts of well-being. of which Martin Seligman's work 
(201 t , in contrast to hi.s 2002 book) constitutes a prime exampJe, there is 
an un fortunace tendency among social scientists - so used to seeing SWB as 
the common denominator of a11 desirable human outcomes - to think chat 
they are resisting the primacy of SWB just by assenting to its demands with 
sufficient reluctance. At a11 events, various problems, both terminological 
and substantive, continue co haunt the landscape of weU- being accounts, 
and those necessitate a very chorough explication of what sort of account -
objecllve, subjective or sobjective - one is proposing. Even the term 'flour­
ishing account' allows for a number of differenc conceptllaJisation.s and 
interpretations. I need to be more .specific in what follows than I have been 
so far. \Ve need to move beyond the basics. 

The contours of flourishing 

Arlstotle'.s original concept of flourishing as eudalwoufo rests on one fun­
damental argumem: the so-called e~ou (function) argument, according to 
which human beings have a natural function, just as an oak tree or a liger 
does: a function that can be grasped by Jooking at what humans are be.st at 
(Aristotle, 1985, p. 15 (1l97b251). lfall is well, human nature moves ieleo­
logically towards the execution ofit.s specific human function, its humanness, 
just as the function of the tjger moves towards the actualisation of its Liger­
i.shness. The function peculiar to human beings, according to Aristotle, 'is 
che soul's activity and actions that express reason'. As 'each function is com­
pleted well when its completion expresses the proper virtue', the human good 
'rnms out to be the .sours activity that expresses v irtue' - in fused with reason 
(1985, p. 17 (I l98a12-l6I). W lm is 'proper to each thing's nature' (here, 
reason-infused virtue), is 'supremely best and pleasantest for it' (1985. p. 287 
(t 178a5-7I). Hence, to flourish or live well in the distinctive human way will 
typically glvi! human bdngs a kind of pleasure as an ornament: the type of 
'flow' explained in the preceding .section. It is part of human psychology to 
enjoy the exercise of our realised human capabilities. The same goes ideally 
for learning this exercise, for instance at school, so something is not quite 
right, according to the ord1odox Aristotelian conception of flourishing, ifthe 



flow fails to happen. Flour ishing implies not only having virtue in a dormant 
state but also expressing it; cherefore, it constitutes an accivicy rather than a 
state. Moreover, cultivating one's flourjshing is not j ust a self-incerested activ­
ity. Many of jts constitutive vircues necessarily (logically and/or empiricalJy) 
include other people: say, compassion. In some other virtues, such as friend­
ship, the self-other distinction even becomes blurred, w ith friends conscicut­
ing '<econd selves' (Aristo tle, 1985, pp. 2 12- 213 [I 156b7- 12)). 

In order noc co turn againsc our own nacure, we muse ·go to all lengths 
co Jive a life that expresses our supreme elemenc' (Aristotle, 1985, p. 286 
[ 1177b33- 341). Despite the existence of various disabling conditiom (that I 
go on co discuss in Chapcer 2), most people who receive a good upbringing 
would seem to be capable of achieving flourishing; che reason why many 
do not is often <elf- inflicted (see Curzer, 2012, p. 393). For 'anyone who 
is not deformed lin his capacity] for virtue• will be able co achieve flour­
ishing 'through some sort of learning and attention' (Aristotle, 1985, p. 22 
l 1099bl8- 20I). Aristo tle is rightly seen nowadays, however, to have commit­
ced various empirical errors when excluding large groups of people (includ­
ing manual labourers) from the set of potential flourL~hers. At aH evencs, the 
scandard neo-Aristocelian view is chat flour ishing is noc to be treated as a 
rarefied ideal for the exclusive few. 

To sum up, chen, in light of che funccion argu ment, flourLdl ing can be seen 
as the intrinsica11y desirable, ultimate end of human beings. It involves vircu­
ous, reason-infused activity, suitable and peculiar to hu man beings, achieved 
over a complete life (see further in Curzer, 2012, p. 418: cf. Wolbert, de 
Ruyter & Schinkel, 2015). 

Aristotle basically equaces the flourishing life w ith the virtuous life. 
Even though that claim is not as radical as it may seem to be because 
of the broad scope of che term •virtue' (art'tt) in Ar istotelian phi losophy 
that goes well beyond that of the standard moral virtues, I give reasons 
later in this chapter for departi ng from chat equation (and simi larly from 
the equation of character education with education for flourish ing). T hat 
said, the sort of theory of flourishing that I am interested in, and will be 
fleshing om in this book, retains three distinctive Aristotelian elements. 
It is teleolo,elwl in the sense of having co do with nature-fulfilment, the 
exec ution of an inbu ilt fu nction; it is ,,erfecriouist in the sense of necessar­
i ly incorporati ng the cultivation of human virw es and being explicitly 
constrai ned by mora l concerns; and it is about cat"'dry dWrnli.satio,, rather 
than j ust success, worldly or otherwise. A Nobel Prize winner or a victo­
rious O lympian might not be flourishing overa ll as a human being. These 
conditions (reduce<I here from Fowers's more detailed list of nine, 2016, p. (,9, 
though I wou ld in principle endorse all the elements on his lisc) exc.lude 
various accou11ts of well-being that have been categorised as 'eudainlonic' (see 
Haybron, 2016), such as objective-list thl.!ories and a host of non-teleological 
and non-perfectionist accounts. 



To pm jc simply. che theory chat l propose co deveJop jn chis book is 
Ariscotel ian in form and at least qua.si- Ariscotel ian in nature, alchough I will 
be driving a number of wedges between che decails of my account and the 
original Aristocelian one. Similarly, the educational accoums that I explore, 
especially in C hapcer 2 (e.g. tho<e advanced by Brighouse, White and de 
Ruycer), also - arguably - sacisfy those above conditions and can thus be 
considered 'quasi- Ariscotelian', in che se1ue given co the cerm here, although 
cheir advocates might resem chat label for various reasons. 

Buying imo che three conditions comes with a sec of assumpcions, some of 
which I go on co identify specifically in the course of th is seccion. Most gen­
erally, it implies the endors.ement of a certain view of human nature as that 
of active ratfo,tal, moral, emotioual and sodal a_eems in search of a meaniu.efu/ lif~ 
(cf. Haybron, 2016, pp. 44 and 51). Many of those background assumptions 
are essentially controversial, and J could write a whole book in defence of 
each one of them. There is no space for such a defence here; hence I can do 
little more chan articulate them and acknowledge that if readers do not share 
this overall set of assumptions, they w ill probably come away from th is book 
with a strong sense of dissatisfaction. They might even be b-est advised to smp 
reading right now. T hat may seem like an abrupt and inhospitable thing to 
say, but chere is only so much that one can address in a single volume. T his 
book is written for readers who share an Ariscotelian-cu m-Enlightenment 
humanist conception of people as beings with a common nature; as beings 
who ca.n flourish or wile in an objective sense in their lives. It is written for 
readers who are inceresced in bringing this conception to a higher level of 
theoretic-al and practical precision, rather than defending it against sceptics: 
anti-Enlighcenment, postn1odern or o therwise. 

To exemplify the sore of' precision' I am aiming for, here is a quick recap of 
the complex specification of flourishing, or of'Hving we11 ' (Curren, 2013) as 
a hu man being, Lhat I offered at Lhe beginning of this chapter, and how I pro­
pose to elaborate upon it: 'Humau jlourisl1i11g is Lhe (relatively) unencumbered, 
freely chosen and developmentally progressive acLivity of-a meaningful (sub­
jectively purposeful and obj ectively valuable) life that actualises satisfactorily 
an indjvidual human being's natural capacicies in areas of species-specific 
existential casks at which human beings (as rational, social , moral and emo­
tiona l agent1;) can most successfully excel." 

By '(relatively) unencumbered and freely chosen' I mean, on the one hand, 
that the flourishjng life must not be constrained by external forces that go 
beyond the normal limitatiom of the hu man condition. For example, a per­
son in chains does not flourish. J discuss some or the external necessities or 
flourishing in Chapter 2 and why, ift.hose 'preconditions' are not mer, Hour­
ishing will be hampered or ru led out. O n the other hand, J am simply reil­
er-aling the well- known Aristotelia n claim char a non-autonomously chosen 
li fe p:n h does not have moral value. ln general, as Curren puu it, the 'qualiLies 
of persons and circumst.a nces mediate the fu lfi lment orhuma n potent.ialiLies 



in activity conscimtive of living weir (2013, p. 239). One way co redescribe 
this feature of flourishing would be to say that it must involve both negative 
freedom (freedom from relevant flourishing-diminishing constraints) and 
positive freedom (in che sens.e that the agents must do someching wich their 
negative freedom rather chan just sining pret ty on it). 

By 'developmentally progressive activity' I draw anemion to the fact that 
this conception of flourishing presupposes a developmemal account of'living 
we11 ' in general and 'racio1l3liry' in particular, as activities that progress more 
or less completely over time and with need for much external assistance (see e.g. 
Curren, 2013, p. 236). In order to understand flourishing, we thus need co 
understand the various ways in which individuaJs learn co engage with values 
over a whole life. I explore some of those in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7. 

By 'a meaningful (subjectively purposeful and objectively valuable) life' I am, 
on the one hand, referrlng co the objective nature of flourishing accounts and, 
on the other hand, to the fact that meaning must be subjectively rougln and 
chosen. Subjective attraction must meet objective attractiveness, co use a phrase 
by Susan Wolf(2000, p. 9). I say more about 'meaningfulness• as a precondition 
of flourishing in Chapter 2. 

By 'actualises satisfactorily a.n individual human being's natural capacities' 
I flag the nature of flourishing as a 'satis concept' (Russell, 2009, chap. 4.2), 
more commonly referred to as 'a threshold concept ' (see e.g. Curzer, 2012, 
pp. 400- 401). A 'satis concept' is most helpfully undenrood as belonging 10 

a subset of threshold concepts: those with vague. rather than sharp, bounda­
r ies. 'Satis concepts' are such that, for the concept C, something can satisfy it 
simply by being 'C enough' rather than being 'absolutely C' or 'as C as can 
be'. In most relevant cases, when we have established that an item has passed 
the 'satis requirement', a~king further questions about how close to absolute 
perfection the i(em is becomes superfluous. Thus, in the ca~e of flourish­
ing, we are normally interested in whether people are flourishing or not (or, 
if they are not flourishing, say because of bad health, to what extent their 
lives approxima(e flourishing); the additional question of how far down (he 
line of possibly complete flourLdling the flourish ing individual has gone may 
seem pedantic or even churlish, unles.s we have some additional aim in mind, 
such as to establish whether the individua l would be better characterised as 
a plmmimos, a 111'-'!"fop.sydros or a bearer of heroic virtue (cf C hapter 4 in th is 
book). In other words. a question about flourishing is normally a question 
about minimal requirements to cross a threshold. The answer may be com­
plex. however. with respect to a concept such as 'flourishing', because many 
different 'satis' criteria need to be met, as indicated by the longish defin ition 
under discussion here. 

Notice also here that 'minimal ' must not mean 'unspecific'. Otherwise, 
the concept of flourishing becomes like a shopping trolley that everybody 
can ti ll with his or her random choice of goods. The variables in the defi­
nition will have to be populated with sufficient specificity to prevent the 



account of flourishing from becoming bland and - as philosophers of science 
would put it - 'und isconfirmable'. It has even been argued that eudttimonia 
and 'education' (at least on the Greek understanding as paidefo) are virtually 
synonymous, in which case the claim that flour ishing is che aim of education 
becomes caucologicaJ (Francesconi, 2018). While they may well be so on a 
formal definition (in ancienc Greek at least), ch.ere is arguably sufficient space 
for disagreemenc on the contours of a s11bstat1tivt definition of 'flourishing' 
co make the theory proposed in this book informative. Moreover, flourlsh­
ing itself is by no means the only contender for the aims of schooling that 
could pocentially compete with the tradicional ones of g-rade at tainment and 
employability: others would include socia l cohesion and equity (Chapman, 
20J5) - unless one simply decides to subsume chose under the concept of 
flourishing. in which case che triteness objection may begin to rear its head 
again. I fully agree thac there is no surer sign of the rriteness of an account 
of the aims of education chan for everybody being able to say: 'Like moth­
erhood, we are all for it.' Obviousness is not only a cause of weariness: il 
dissipates salience. 

By 'human being's natural capacities in areas of species-specific existential 
tasks al which human beings (as rational, social , moral and emotional agenu) 
can most successfu lly excel' I am referring to the earlier mentioned 'func­
tion' (el)!Orl) argument. Human beings' flouflshing is species-specific, relying 
on the precise nature of Homo s,tpfom and how it can be actualised. Aristotle 
focused in his original e~l!Olt argument on the unique rationality of human 
beings, as noted earlier. My reconstructed version of it wou ld be partly 
broader (by incorporating also discrete human forms of emotions, morality 
and sociability thal cannot be found in other species, not even the Great 
Apes) but partJy narrower (by making greater allowances for the rationality 
of animals). Those differences aside, one of the advantages of the Hourishing 
concept is that it can. in principle at least, mutdtls ;mtt,mdis. be applierl to any 
natural living organ ism. 

As noted earlier, this definition requires, for its credibility and vitality, the 
endonement of a number of backg-round assumptions, at least if it is to be 
turned into a general blueprint for ' living well' and 'educating well'. I will 
briefly sketch two here: moral universalism and moral progressivism. J\tforrtl 
1mh,em1Usm, as understood here. is linle more than the theoretica l elaboration 
of Aristocle's well-known claim that ' in our travels we can see how every 
human being is akin [,., I 10a human being' (1985, p. 208 JI 155a20-11 55a22j). 
h includes a belief in a common human nature and the objective reality of the 
moral and non-moral properties that make up this nature. Ceus 1me1 s11m11s: we 
are one people. Indeed, it would probably seem astounding to an alien from 
outer space how monocultural human beings are, irrespective of distances 
in geography and time. We more or less like and do the same things: eating, 
making love. playing games, creating art, socialising, gossiping. etc. \Ve even 
started to build pyramids on both sides oft he Adamic at about the same time 



in history without any cross-Atlantic interaction. The imerhuman capacities to 
do ,veil the things that characterise us as a species form the very fulcrum .around 
which an account of human flourishing must revolve. Notably, this observation 
does not email any particular stance on the proverbial nature-nurm.re debate. 
No doubt, parts of this uniformity are genetically pre- programmed. However, 
the uniformity of human environments (compared to those, for example. that 
we see on o ther planets in our solar system), and the survival tasks they create, is 
such that most of the universal human features cou]d just as easily be described 
as nurture-and-culture driven adjustments imo which every new- born human 
being is gradually initiated. 

I would never have aspired to write a book about human flourishing a.,; 

the aim of education without the presupposition that individual differences 
in personality and character dwarf cultural differences. I can in principle 
have more in common with a person of a different gender, race, religion 
and sexual orientation, Jiving in a far- away society, than I have with a white 
middle-aged man living next door to me. Our personal baggage is, I would 
argue, much heavier than our cultural baggage (although that is not the same 
a.s discounting the latter, see e.g. Flanagan , 2017). T he account of flourishing 
on offer in this book thus controversia11y assumes the 'politics of similarity' 
rather than t he ' politics of difference', although it allows for a plu rality of 
divergent ways to cultivate our convergent capacities, as explained later in 
this chapter. 

If the term 'multiculturalism' simply refers to the possibility of people of 
different c ultures 1 iving together a nd m ixing in h ar111ony, by virtue of our 
essential monocultural core, then 111ulticu1tura1L1om is true, but tflviaUy so. 
T he whole history of hu mankind is the history of mass migrations and the 
mixing-up of cultures. If 'multiculturalis111', on the other hand, is meant to 
denote some sort of ' identity politics' according to which different cultural 
groups a.re locked up in conditions of opaque otherness from one another, J 
cannot treat it here - for reasons of space - with more than Voltafrean irrever­
ence. Suffice it to say that perhaps the most inflated non-issue absorbing time 
and energy in the academic climate of the last few decades has been that loose 
amalgamation of anxieties that marches under the banner of postmodernism. 
W hile motivated by genuine concerns for the disempowered and voiceless, it 
basically deprives those same people of the ability to ga in power and voice by 
isolating them in silos of imagined otherness. Brothers and sisters :are turned 
into aliens. Postmodern ism in the broadest sense, with its anti- realist and 
anti-universalise escapades, has exercised a baneful and stupefying in Auence 
on educational discourse. h ls sad to see it promoted , explicitly or implicitly. 
in equa l measure by the nationalisn1 or t l1e political dght and the identity 
politics of the political left - forming an unholy alliance. I realise that some 
readers may find this dismissal of mora l anti-universalism curt ~md unfair, but 
I present it here simply as an assumption that readers can choose to embrace or 
reject (see further in Kristjansson, 2002, chap. 2; Kristjfosson, 2010, chap. 8). 



The other assumption underlying rny accoum of flourishing chat bears 
mentioning here is chat of moral pr~rtssivi.sm. AJchough one would be unable 
co glean chis face from incernacional news in che media - judgjng from which 
che world is going co hell in a handbasket - universal statistics tell a rad ically 
different story (Pinker, 20 11 ; Rosling, Ro,ling & Ronn lu nd, 2018). The 
rate at which abject povercy is disappearing. for in.seance, is hean-warming, 
though disappointing ac the same time because it would have been fairJy easy 
co make it disappear even faster. In educational circles, we now wimess the 
slackening of the monopoly of mere grade attainment and employability as 
ultimate aims. The Cemre where I work, which focuses on character edu­
cation, is constantly being approached by educational authorjties from across 
the world who search for ideas about what schools can achieve beyond PISA 
scores - although their ideas about what that 'extra' wou ld ideally amoum 
to often remain unhelpfully vague. In general , human associations across 
the globe seem co be moving in a morally progressive direction despite 
recent 'post- truth' blips: a direction that makes educacional discourse ripe 
for accounts of human flourishing as che ultimate aim. Of course chere is no 
guarantee chat this progress wi11 continue. We should never underestimate 
humankind's penchant for shoocing itself in che fooc. Environmental and 
other self-inflicted calamities, not to mention nawral disasters, can easily 
thwart our progress and sweep us back to square one. However, it requires 
no rocket science to predict that abject poverty wiJI be eliminated from this 
world in the next few decades (perhaps culminating in the introduction of 
universal basic income) and that new technologies will provide human beings 
with much more time for leisure and the cultivation of personal talents. 

Many contemporary academics exhibit a great deal of nervousness abom 
endorsing a belief in moral progress: what Steven Pinker (2018) calls 'pro­
gressophobia'. I do not. Without the belief in monl progress, and the pos­
sibility of its continuation, I could s.carcely have summoned the motivation 
to write this book. More than that, its core message would seem curiously 
ide-alistic and untimely. 

Rehearsal of some basics about character and virtues 

To complete a satisfactory preliminary overview of the contours of flour­
ishing, I need to address two more topics: one about the difference between 
good character and the flourishing life. and the other about what educat­
ing for flourishing could really mean and what it might potemially add to 
standard (Aristotle-inspired) character educ-ation. The first topic necessitates 
a foray into a neo-Ariscotelian account of character and virtues, requiring 
quick rehearsals of polms made in my earlier work on cha racter education 
(Kriscjinsson, 2015, chap. 1). Readers who are familiar with that book or are 
otherwise well versed in the basics of 'charactcrology' might be best advised 
to skip the currem section and pick up the thread ag-ain in the final section 



of chi.(; ch.apter, in which I begin to sketch how a flourishing accoum goes 
beyond a mere good-character account. 

Good character, on an AristoceJian view, involves the cultivation and 
execution of virtues a.(; specific human exce11ences. What sore of capacities 
are che virtues? Unfortunately. most of the general terms that have been 
used co describe chem carry potentially misleading connotations. The close-st 
answer is perhaps 'traiL(;', but in psychology the term 'Hait' typically refers 
to attributes that are (at least partly) inherited. The virtues, however - or so 
che Aristotelian scory goes - are acquired, first through upbringing (espe­
cially habituation and role modelling), and later through one's own repeaced 
choices, coalescing into stable patterns. 'Habits' is anocher possible answer, 
but 'habit' carries the connoracion of mere behavioura l craits, which virtues 
are not. 'Dispositions' is a more neutral term and perhaps ape here - because 
the vinues can be said to form complex dispositional clusters - although the 
idea of self-cu ltivated dispositions is noc common in psychology. It is perhaps 
no wonder thac many theorises have given up on technical psychological 
language and simply use the Greek term 'l1e.~cis', namely 'sc-ates of character', 
which may sound vague but can at least be fortified with meaning. 

At all events, Jee us say here that the virtues consticute stable dispositional 
clusters concerned with praiseworthy funccioning in a number of significant 
and distinctive spheres of human life. Each virtue is typically seen to com­
prise a unique set of componems: of perception/recognition, emotion, desire, 
motivation, behaviour and comportment or style, applicable in the relevant 
sphere, where none of the componencs (not even 'correct' behaviour) can be 
evaluated in isolacion from the ochers. The person possessing the virtue of 
compass.ion, for example, notices easily and atcends to situations in which the 
situation of ochers has been undeservedly compromised, feels for the needs 
of those who have suffered this undeserved misforcune, desires that cheir 
misforcune be reversed, acts (if humanly possible) for the relevant (echical) 
reasons in ways conducive to that goal, and exudes an outward aura of empa­
thy and care. 

Full virtue, as des.cribed by Adscotle, is, an idealisacion, and not always 
a helpful one at that. Curzer's (2016a) radically componemial view of 
Aristotelian virtue, which identifies up to 6,000 sub-componencs, may at 
first glance appear as a tongue-in-cheek (and rather dishearten ing) rrduafo of 
che very idea ofsysccmatic character development. Yet, on closer inspeccion, 
Curzer's hyperbolic atlention co detail comains a positive educational mes­
sage. C haracter education need noc be abouc pushing moral learners whole­
sale from one 'stage' to another. Rather, progress in this area is piecemeal and 
often uneven. When a child learns mathematics, it does not progress from one 
stage of expertise co another in leaps and bounds: it learns one small method 
in this sub-are-a, perhaps forgetting another in another area, but gradually and 
cumulatively moves in the right direction, if all goes well. When ch ings go 
badly n1or-ally, we grow base by dei:trecs-virtue does not drop at once bodily 



like a mantle; similarly, when chin.gs go well, we normally grow virtuous 
by sma11 incremencs. So any small improvement in virtue understanding or 
emotional sensitivity may count as real moral progress. even though it falls 
shore of the overall actualisation of full virtue qua idealisation. That is surely 
an upbeat message for educators. 

The Aristotelian view of character offers the additional benefit of an attrac­
tive account of virtue architectonics: the golde11-mea11 srnwure. Each moral 
virtue thus constitutes, in Aristotle's sch.em~, a specific medial character state 
(e.g. courage), flanked by the extremes of deficiency (e.g. cowardice) and 
excess (e.g. foolhardiness). There is only one way - the medial way - to be 
'correct': to be inclined to act in the right way. cowards the right people. at 
the right time. But there is a plethora of ways in which co be 'bad' (Aristotle, 
1985, p. 44 [1 I06b25- 36J). From my experience, the aspect of Aristotelian 
virtue theory that teachers find most initially appealing is precis.ely this 
golden-mean structure. A very similar arch itectonic can also be found in 
Confucian virtue ethics (Yu, 2007), so one may wonder whether this aspect 
taps into deeply entrenched public conceptions. 

There is more to a life of good character than just cultivating the moral 
virtues such as compassion and honesty. Another subset is formed by the 
so-called c;v,'r virtues, such as citizenship and volumeering, wh ich focus on 
the moral effects on society at large. However, other virtues are also necessary 
to achieve the highest potential in life. For example, all developing human 
beings will need to possess a host of ;,ue/ltctual virtues, such a.s cur iosity and 
critical thinking, which guide their quest for knowledge and information. 
One of those lluel lectual virtues, namely ,,JtrotteJis or practical wisdom. occu­
pies a special position in Aristotelian character theory and builds a bridge 
between the moral and the intellectual, as explained below. Finally, there are 
the 1,erfonua11ct virtues, such as co-operative skills and resilience, which ena­
ble us to manage our lives effectively and achieve our goals, whatever they are 
Uubilee Centre for Charac1erand Virtues, 2017; cf. Baehr, 2017). Diametrically 
opposerl to the virtues are the vices: consistent states of wanting and doing 
evil, albeit typically under some euphemistic description like 'tak ing care 
of one·s own imerests'. Vice can be characterised as deep alienation from 
virtue (Annas, 2011, chap. 7), rather than simply the absence or virtue. It is, 
therefore, misleading to talk about young moral learners as possessing 'vice': 
nor can one attribute 'full virtue' to them. Young people are on a trajectory: 
dewlo1,ing tcm'tlrdJ virtue or vice. 

Alternative contemporary accounts of character and character education 
often highlight the extrinsic benefits of virtuous living or, at best, make 
Aeeting and cryptic reforences to the final end of the good life. Aristotelian 
character theory does not underestimate the complementary instrumemal 
benefits of good character in terms of higher grades and increased employa­
bility. However. it has the distinct advanuge of upholding a cl-:ar view of the 
intrinsic value of virtuous character traits: that virtue is, so co speak. its own 



reward, and d1ac it is coustiwtive of flour ishing rather than just co,rducivt ro it. 
This assumption. w hich is c rucial for the remit of the currem book. neady 
and flatly comradicts the latter- day prevalem cechnici.un and instrumemal­
ism in education. That is perhaps the reason w hy ic is sometimes difficult to 
convey the idea of intrinsic value to policy- makers and politicians. Teachers, 
however, genera11y under.stand that there is more to education than exams, 
exams and more exams. They realise that schooling .should prepare students 
for the real exams that life ch rows at them. 

Somewhat s.1dJy, however, the work on good character chat has received 
most public anention of late, and cends to be highlighted by policy-makers. 
is work chat over- emphasises the value of w hat 1 called earlier 'performance 
v irtues', such as resilience and grit (Tough, 2013; D uckworth, 2016). I have 
criticised chose works heavily in the pa.st (Kristj.insson, 2015, chap. t: Arthur. 
Kri.stjinsson & Thoma. 2016). From the perspective of flourishing accounts 
of education some of those critidsm.s may seem overly harsh, for .surely peo­
ple need a considerable dose of performance virtues to be able co lead a 
flour ish ing life. However, what I have harped on before, and would not want 
co recant here, is tha1 the resilience of the repeat offender does not make up 
good character (cf. also Baehr, 2017) and that without good character one 
cannot lead a flourishing life. Even in the context of the mo.st pragmatic 
discussions about the developmental conditions of living well, we cannot 
decouple practical concerns from moral concerns. 

The Aristotelian view of character and character education pays more 
attention to the adjudication of virtue conflicts than mo.st other approaches. 
Some Jess sophisticated forms of character education depict young people 
as consistently being faced with choices between virtue and vice. I believe, 
however, that the typical dilemmas that young people face are between con­
flicting virtues, which cannot easily be juggled. For instance. teenagers often 
experience conflicts between lo)•t.llry to friends - which su rely is a virtue in 
its golden-mean form - and /rontsty to authority, for example at school (see 
e.g. Walker et al., 2017). In Aristotelian character education, the demand 
for reflective holism i.s stringem and clear. l 11 the case of fully developed 
adults, their conduct does not count as virtuous un less it is chosen for che 
r ight reasons from a firm and unchanging state of character, i.s motivated by 
the right emotions and has been over.seen and adjud icated by the inte llectual 
meta-virwe of pltrontsi.s (practica l wisdom), which acts as a moral integrator 
when two virtues, .such as loyalty and hone.sty, clash . However, making full 
sense of the nature and development or plmmt!sis remains tantalisingly e lusive. 
Indeed , I consider the conundrum of the nature of 11ltro11tsis one of the two 
profoundest problems affec ting Aristotelian character education, a long with 
the measurement problem that l mention later in th is section. 

Aristote lian theory does not only propose to explain the difference 
between merely habituated and 11lmme11'c virtue, but al.so how young people 
can be reasonably developed morally, at least for their age, without having 



reached the level of full plmmts,'s. Being se!f-coutrolled, for example, involves 
taking the right moral decisions, albeit relucumly and with effon, even pos­
sibly with resemmem or boredom. Ahhough this is not the ultimate moral 
ideal to aim at, according co Aristotle, we can consider a rebelliom teenager 
well on che way to moral virtue if she succeeds in keeping reasonable tabs on 
her rebemousness. I will go further chan Aristotle, however, and argue that a 
person can be considered co lead a flourishing life, in the 'sac is-concept' sense 
explained earlier, if she remains consiSlently self-contro11ed. I say more abom 
that possibility in the following section. 

Apan from the thorny issue about the nature and development of p/Jroues;s, 
the question of how to measure progress in moral virtue constirntes character 
education's 'profoundest problem'. I have explored it at great length elsewhere 
(Kristj:insson, 2015, chap. 3) and wiJI only add a few scauered observations 
here. The first point is that we should not exaggerate the problem. It is, 
indeed, fairly e:uy to measure progress in some componems of moral virtue, 
especially those having co do with a cognitive understanding of the virtues 
and che ability co apply virtue concepts correctly to episodes of one's own 
life: namely, what has been called 'virtue literacy' (Carr & Harrison, 2015). 
Moreover, if the focus is only on 'formative', rather than 'summative', assess­
ment of progress and on the evaluation of school interventions on attitudes 
and ethos, rather than on the cultivation of stable character traits in individual 
students, various tried and tested methods can be suggested that can be used 
individua11y or in tandem to good effect (Harrison, Arthur & Burn , 2016). 

The measurement problem does not begin to rear its ugly head until 
we aim at measuring the overall or all-round cultivation of moral charac­
ter in individual students. Any instrument designed for that purpose must 
be a multi-componential one (such as that crafted by Morgan, Gulli ford & 
Kristj3nsson, 201 7, (or the virtue of gratitude) because of the componential 
nature of virtue, explained earlier in this section, and it nmst ideally go beyond 
mere self-reports because of human beings' essential non-self-transparency. 
Fair enough; bm even if such an instrument succeeded in homing in on 
progress with respect to individual variables, questions wou Id still remain as 
to how they should be aggregated and abom the extent to which they would 
be causally linked in the correct way co constitute a t rue virtue compound. 
For example, it is not enough to show progress in reasoning on virtue V aud 
progress in behaviour in the sphere of V, separately, for us co be able to con­
clude thac a student has become more virtuous with respect to V. Because of 
Aristotle's stringent demand that we act for the right reasons in order to be 
truly virtuous, we will need co be able to show chat the progress in virtuous 
behaviour has come abouc bt•ltmst of the progress in virtuous reasoning; and 
that is a tall order. 

On a more sanguine note, there is something deeply counter-intuitive 
about the claim that we cannot pass reasonable judgements about peopl1t's 
overa ll moral charactl'r-s. We do this every day. with respect to our friends, 



colleagues and other 'neighbours·, and the success we genera11y have in faci1-
jtating smooth human associations based on those verdicts seems to indicate 
that we are quite good ac such evaluacions: namely at the fl!tc>g,1frfou of good or 
bad character. As the great C hinese moral educator Confucius put it: 

See what a man does. 
Mark his motives. 
Examine in what things he rests. 
How can a man conceal his character? 
How can a man conceal his character? 

(Confucius, 1971, p. 149). 

The quest for vaJid - and scientlficaHy validated - mea.~ures of good char­
acter continues, but a modicum of common .sense already goes a long way in 
.steering us in the right direction. 

What does a flourishing account add to an account 
of good character? 

One way of reading Aristotle is to say that possessing a good character - in 
che sense of having accualised the virtues - is both a necessary and a suffi­
cient condition of flourishing. The additional conditions that l suggest later 
as necessary for flourishing. beyond good character, wou]d then be recon­
ceptualised as preconditlon..s of goorl character itself. At any rate. it is dear 
that Aristotle thought that the virtuous person could never become tocally 
'miserable (1985, pp. 25- 26 jl IOObS-1 IOI a IOI), a claim 10 which I return in 
Chapter 2 . This is not the place to enter exegetical debates about Aristotle's 
texts, however. Suffice it to say here that my view is that (fully) realising the 
virtues is 11eitlter uaessary nor s11ffidtt1I for flourishing. More generally speak­
ing, flourishing as a concept both is more capacious than goorl character and 
follows a different logic. 

A reasonable entry point to explaining those conceptual differences is to 
focus on the level of pluraJism that each concept allows. Aristotelian char­
acter theory readily acknowledges the context-dependence of virtue analn­
ment and the relativity of good character to various individual and social 
variables. While not a relatlilist, Aristotle was a pi;,ra/i1t abouc good character. 
Macleod (2015, p. 1083) is thus mistaken when he claims that the positive­
psychology view that 'different peopll-' have different profiles thar they should 
develop' separates it somehow from Aristotelian theory. The variables that 
Aristotelian theory acknowledges include personal co1utltucion (e.g. excra­
vert vs. introvert), developmental level (e.g. young vs. old), social status (i:.g. Bill 
Gates vs. a beggar) and societal context (1.!.g. peaceful village vs. a war zone). 
Nevertheless, the contours of a standard moral virtue would be recognisa­
ble across all those contexts. For example, compassion would always involve 



pain at another's undeserved bad fortune, although its m.anifestation or dis­
play would assume different forms in differem comexts. Compare that to the 
situation of a young computer nerd in our social- media age versus that of a 
budding pyram id worker in ancient Egypt - and to consideration of what a 
good teacher could do to help those two young persons achieve their poten­
tial and flourish as human beings. The directions in which these two would 
need to move in order to flourish are so different that, at first glance at least, 
it is not easy to pinpoint any sign ificant commonalities of the two routes 
to flourishing. In that sense. Kinghorn's (2017) recent critique of overly 
uniform conceptions of the flourishing life is in order, ah hough he un for­
tunately conflates that cricique with scepticism about the uniform features 
of (moral) virtues. 

Acknowledging the extensive relativity of flourishing, above and beyond 
the relative forms that displays of standard virtues can assume, does not 
undermine the ear-lier endorsement of moral universalism. Flourishing is 
comil1Jemly rather than esset11hJlly relative. If the computer nerd and the 
pyramid worker could communicate beyond the limits of time and space, 
they would, in principle, be able to understand what flourishjng for the 
other person consisted in, as it wou ld also involve the realisation of interhu­
man capacities. There is no essential incommensurabiHty, epistemologica l or 
moral, at issue here (cf. also Kristj3nsson, 2010, chap. 8). It is simply a case 
of convergent human nature being realisable in more divergent ways than 
c-an be capn1red simply by the context-sensitivity of virtue actualisation. The 
resulting flourishing pluralism also has obvious educational implications. as I 
mention briefly later in this section. 

When I say that virllle (and I am in particular thinking of moral virllle here) 
is not necessary for flourishing. some c-aveats are in order. l do agree with 
Aristotle that, bec-ause of their inherent p.sychologic-al dism1ity, the morally 
vicious cannot prosper. I rehearse that Aristotelian point in Chapter 3. That 
moral vice prevents flourishing does not imply, however, that moral virllle 
(understood as full pl1rontsfr-guided virtue across the board) is necessary for 
flourishing. Though far from being the cardboard idealist, and indeed best 
seen as being on a great flight away from Plato's idealism, Aristotle does retain 
an unforwnate Platonic habit of wanting to define concepts with respect 
to their most fully realised in.stances. This makes some of his characterisa­
tions appear like pretty ill-attainable idealisations. For example. his notjon of 
(full) virtue includes such strict demands of intrinsic motivation. autonomous 
reason-guided adjudication and flow-like enjoyment that it turns the image 
of the fully vircuous plrrom.'tic agent into something of a rarefied ideal. This 
makes it understandable why a writer such as Besser-Jones wants to 'scale 
back' from those demands (2014, p. 27) and offer more practkablc blueprints. 

l am more sanguine than Besser-Jones ~bout peopl,!'s abilities to s:atisfy the 
conditions of full virtue, if they set their minds to it (Kristj3nsson, 2015, 
pp. 26-27). However. I do noc think they necessa rily need to do so in order to 



ach ieve a flourishing life (c( Snow, 2008). Indeed, Ariscotle himself describes 
che situation of a discrete group of people, the me,ealopsydu,,·, whose socio­
moraJ requirements co comply w ith certain highly demanding moral virnies 
of magn ificence and phil3nthropy undercut their ability to lead well- rounded 
lives (I say much more abouc them in Chapter 4). \Vhat I have in m ind here, 
however, are more mundane and typical cas.es of great human achievers: an­
ists, sports people, explorers, scientists and other of chat ilk, whose focus on 
their specific talents requires such concentration of motivation and effort chat 
displays of moral virtue - in cheir most fully realised instances at Je:ut - will 
gee squeezed out (see examples in Haybron, 2016, pp. 35- 38). They wi ll, 
for example, not have ,ime to be at the beck and call of others in ways that 
standard virtues of care and compassion would require. 

Again, however, I need to emphasise that lives of the great achievers, in 
so far as those can be described as flourishing. do not g ive them a licence 
to indulge in vice. They need co cultivate sufficient self-control, or what 
Aristotelians call 'continence', in order to avoid falling prey to vice. Indeed, 
I consider continence to be a somewhat morally under- estimated character 
trait in comemporary virtue eth ical and character educational literatures -
although it obviously falls short of full virtue. People who are 'merely conti­
nent' may in itially be tempted to pursue life's amoral avenues and ignore the 
need to act morally in an overall way. But realising that this is not a rational 
move, they force themselves to act, and may even, through learnt strategies 
of emotion regulalion, manage to induce profound moral reflection in them­
selves. The motivation to do so does not come naturally and spontaneously 
to them, however, as it does to the virtuous. It is a sort of 'fetish', albeit a 
mora11y commendable one. In other words, moral situations do not motivate 
continent persons non-derivatively. They motivate them on ly via the realisa­
tion that if they were virtuous, they would feel and act in a certain way; and 
because they have an independent motivation for trying to simulate the vir­
tuous person by adopting a moral identity, they become motivated (through 
a derivatively e licited emotion) to feel and act in the same way. Because of 
a lack of full motivational integration , however, the continent person's link 
between moral judgement and moral emotion remains an arm-length's, cal­
culating one (see further in Kristj.in.sson, 2013, chap. 5). 

So while the virtuous act 'for the sake of the k11/cm Jthe noblel' (Meyer, 
2016 , p. 50), :md the motivation to seek the pltrottrticoption is buih imo their 
very judgement that an ethical issue is at stake, the continent have to rely 
on a derivative source (e.g. an existential decision they may have taken of 
wanting to posseu and actualise a moral identity) in order to force themselves 
to St."i!k the overall best moral outcome. This process c-an be 'painful and dif­
ficult' (Meyer, 2016, p. 63). Yet it does not need co be so; the ease and grace 
by which many well self-controlled people go about their moral business 
may mak1.! it more appropriate at times to speak in terms of'limber degance 
than of crude -:tfort' (Steutd, 1999, p. 133). The continent c-an 1.!xercise their 



integrative efforts wich grace and ingenuity. although they a.re far from being 
motivationally un ified co the extem of the virtuous. 

The important th ing co note is chat incominence and cominence are. for 
Aristotle, not natura] developmental levels between habituated virtue and 
pl,rouet;r virtue: Aristot1e's is not a Kohlbergian stage theory where all stages 
need to be era versed in the same order. Incontinence and conrinence are 
racher aberrations or second-best tacks for chose who for some reason cake 
a differem turn in the deveJopmenul trajectory towards plinmetit virtue, buc 
still retain a vision of the r ight moral ends, ingrained in their moral idemicy. 
They, then, cry to force themselves, unsuccessfu11y (the incominent) or suc­
cessfully (che continent), to compJy with the right moraJ ends. Importantly, 
these happen co be the levels at which most ordinary people exist (Aristotle, 
1985, p. 190 [1150al51). As Steutel (1999} points out, continence can be a 
relativeJy stable SC:lte: it is not destlned co degenerate into vice or mature 
into virtue (although jt may do so in the case of some individuals). h is, so to 
speak, not just the Poundland version of pl,routsk 

In a nutshell, my general claim is that continence suffices for flourishing 
(on the satis-concept understanding). h does not mean that the flourish ing 
person can make do withom any moral virtues; it simply assumes that such a 
person does not need to possess full p/,roues,'s-guided virtue in the Arinotelian 
sense. This claim makes my account of flourishing less morally demanding 
than Aristotle's account of good character (and less prone to accusations of elit­
ism; see further in Chapter 2), although it remains demanding in the sense that 
the continent bm not fully virtuous agent will need to have good reasons for 
prioritising other life goals over that of achieving full v irtue. My account is, on 
the other hand, more demanding in other ways by positing that, in addition to 
not being necessary, full virtue is uot suffidem for flourish ing either. 

The crucial caveat here in my definition of flourishing is that the activity 
must be 'relatively unencumbered'. While Aristotle posits various necessary 
condicions for virtue to be actualised (see Chapter 2), the threshold for virtue 
may in many ca.ses be lower than that for flourishing. Consider health. A 
person suffering from persistent ill health or serious disability may be fully 
able to develop good character: comprising moral, civic, intellectual and per­
formative virtues. However, it would be odd to claim that a person such as 
Stephen Hawking (who happened to pa.~s away in the week when l was writ­
ing this paragraph) had led an overall Hourishing life. As he himself noted in 
vadous interviews, he faced insurmountable obstacles to performing some of 
the functions that make up a life well lived, from the most genera l ones such 
as moving his body, co the more specific ones. such as being able to engage 
with his children in physical play. Or take political oppression. A dissident 
smarting under the brutal force of a political regime may - paradoxically 
perhaps- be in an ideal position to demonstrate mastery of the virtues, most 
specifically the moral and civic ones. However, the encumbrance on her free­
dom to speak and act in the way she deems fit will be too µ real to consider 



her life an overa11 flourishing one. Obviously, these two lives may be seen as 
flourishing in some domains, however, and even if individuals are prevemed 
from experiencing all-round flourishing, the aim of making them flourish as 
much as possible remains. 

In Chapter 2, I also argue that a flourishing life requires a greater sttJSt 

of purpose than does the mere commitment to lead a life of good character. 
The goody- two-shoes may be an admirably vinuous person, with a strong 
moral identity, but in defauh of a clear vision of how her good deeds fi t into 
an overall coherent life narrative, aimed at making her all in all the besc per­
son she could possibly be and at enacting certain dearly specified changes in 
her environmem, just being a person of good character will fa ll short of the 
ideal of flourishing. This claim may not seem to constitute a departure from 
Aristode; after all, his discussion of the super- moral Wt'.(!dfoptycl1oi (which I 
briefly mentioned earlier and discuss further in C hapter 4) is an object lesson 
in how a life devoid of contemplative activity fails to pass muster as truly 
e"daimouk. However, the ideal of a sense of purpose is a modern conception 
that cannot be equated with acts of contemplation. Therefore, I consider 
myself to be making stronger demands on flourishing here than Aristotle did. 
Not only that; ) do think Aristot1e's own conception of good character is too 
constricted in sorne ways: namely, in ways that I ca11 'disenchanted' and take 
to task in C h-apter 5. 

FinaJly, a few preparacory remarks are in order about ed1muio,,. The ways 
in which education for flourishing is a more capacious aim than education 
for (good) character follows readily from some of the above considerations 
and is in many ways easier to explain. Consider the perfectly respectable 
debate about whether character education shou Id be taught as a discrete sub­
ject or integrated into d1e whole curriculum. That whole debate is pretty 
obviously out of place in the dis.cussion of education for flourish ing. Such 
education is, by its very nature, an integrative activity that idea11y informs all 
school subjects. J have al ready mentioned the extent to which education for 
flour ish ing allows - and indeed calls for - a greater plurality of, and greater 
context-sensitivity to, the ways of being that actualise the relevant aim than 
does character education. Teaching a virtue such as honesty or compassion 
to kids in Mexico City or Manchester will, co be sure. require the teacher 
to cake accoum of various situational factors. However, honesty and com­
passion remain essentially t/re .s,w1t virtues wherever you go, and there are 
classic films and novels available that convey the message of the salience of 
those virtues in ways that seem co transcend the boundaries of time and 
geography. In contrast. the pos~iblc roads up the mountain ofan indiv idual's 
human flourishing are much more culture-and-person dependenc and may 
differ significantly between Mexico City and Manchester. Moreover, given 
how flourishing requires a larger set of enabling conditions than does good 
character, 3 5 suggested above, and also given the natural role of teachers 3 5 

spokespersons for the rights and interests or the children they teach, taking 



011 the ro]e of a flourishing educacor pJaces heavy politico- moral demands 
011 teachers as activists and agents of societal change: a role that few theorists 
have prevjously ascribed to teachers as mere 'character educators'. I say more 
about the demandingness of this role in Chapter 2. 

I w ill be making a number of specific rem.ark.c. about the pedagogical side of 
ceaching for flourishing over the course of the fo11owing chapters. Somewhac 
paradoxica11y, however, mosc of the genera] message about what such educa­
tion would comprise is already known, and some of this knowledge - wh ich 
J rehearse briefly in Chapcer 2 - is as old as the hills. Much of it will sound 
obvious and mundane to followers of what is traditiona11y known as 'liberal 
education'; yet it cominues to pose a threat co what in most coumries is 
the - standard]y un-argued- for - educational status quo. The milJion dollar 
question in educational circles remains the one of why the proof always rests 
with the prosecution when the defence (of the status quo) typically provides 
such scant support for its case. 

From the opposite direction , so to speak, it cou]d be argued - and al ready 
has been done with co1uiderable force and gusto (Wo]bert, de Ruyter & 

Schinkel, 2018a) - that the problem is not so much the obviousness or mun­
daneness of the educational message of flourishing theories bm rather their 
idealised blue-sky thinking, and their insensitivity to practical barriers that 
need to be overcome. While I acknowledge some of the thrust of this objec­
tion in Chapter 2, and endorse the need for a feasible account of educational 
flourishing to be 'non-ideal' in a certain sense, I cannot altogether shake the 
impression that some past and currem accounts have suffered from lack of 
ambition and a vision of radically a]ternative possibilities of how classroom 
teaching cou ld be conducted. The success ofa theory of flourishing in educa­
tion rests largely on its capacity to navigate serviceably the Goldilocks Zone 
between the ideal and the practica1: between what theory tells us about the 
need to unlock the potential of our students and what good teaching can 
actua11y achieve in that regard. 

There has never been any canonical formulation of what education for 
flourishing entails, not even an Aristotelian one. In this opening chapter, I 
have offered some initial thoughts, and subsequent chapters constitute varia­
tions, from ditferem perspectives, on this overarch ing theme. Jn Chapter 2, 
J begin with a look at some recent theories about education for flourishing. 

Food for thought for practitioners 

Is education for student flourishing not simply the implicit unconcested 
g-oal of good education of which all competent teachers already have an 
intuitive grasp? Is there really anything new that 'a theory of flourishing' 
can add to what is already known? 

2 Do you agree that educational philosophy cannot do its job well unless 
informed by f.lcts and experience from classroom practice? If you do, 



have you found cheorie-s of education chat you have come across so far 
sensitive to chis cond ition. or do they suffer from horror mundi: fear of 
the real world (here, the real world of the school)? What can be done 
to facilitate collaboracion between educational theorists and educational 
practitioners? 

3 Do human being, really have something that could helpfully be called•• 
natura l function', or is thac an outdaced way of thinking? If you believe 
in someching that we could call 'common human nature', how do you 
mediate che space between thac commonality and the unique individual­
ity of each scudem in your work as an educacor? 

4 When you help students cultlvace moral or intellectual virtues, such as 
compassion or critical chinking, do you s.ee its value a.s lying in pros­
pects of greater external life success. such a.s higher grades and increased 
employability, or do those virtues have value in themselves? Does the 
term 'value in itself' (aka 'intrinsic va lue') have any practical sense, say 
for classroom purposes, or is it just a meaningless mantra? 

5 Do you agree with the above claim that the defence of the educatlonal 
status. quo has provided scant support for its cas.e? Or a.re standard ways 
of classroom education, and the traditional arrangement of school sub­
jects., bas.ed on the accumulated expedence of generations, dms making 
all radical educational experiments hopelessly romantic and doomed to 
failure? 
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