
Theories of flourishing 
in education 
From the ideal to the practical 

The new flourishing bandwagon in education 

In recent years, a number of educational philosophers have developed theories 
of flourishing as the overarching aim of education (see e.g. Brighouse, 2006; 
White, 2011; de Ruyter, 2004; 2015; Wolbert, 2018). Brighouse states 
unequivocally that 'the central purpose of education is to promote human 
flourishing' (2006, p. 42). White wants schools, above anything else, to be 
'seedbeds of human flourishing' (2011, p. 3). De Ruyter focuses on the hopes 
of parents that 'their children will lead a flourishing life' (2004, p. 377), with 
those hopes being directed both at the present, namely that the children are 
flourishing here and now, and at the future, namely that their overall lives 
as adults can be considered flourishing ones (2015, p. 85). Most recently, 
Wolbert argues that student flourish ing should instantiate human flourishing 
'in a broad sense', referring to 'living an optimal life in which people are free 
(enough) to make their own choices, fill their time with meaningful and 
successful activities and relationships, and feel happy or satisfied with that' 
(2018, p. 2). A 2015 special issue of the Journal ef Moral Ed11catio11 (edited by 
Darcia Narvaez) was devoted to flourishing as an educational concept; such 
special issues tend to represent the next canary in the coal mine - be that 
understood in a negative or a positive sense. Books on flourish ing in educa­
tion now appear at a rate that is impossible to keep up with; for example, a 
new volume edited by Cherkowski and Walker (2018) appeared on the day I 
handed in this manuscript1 

An impression can be gleaned from the writings of many of the above 
authors that education has somehow become perverted from its essential pur­
pose to edify in a whole- person sort of way. Yet they are mostly free from 
the sense of dystopian doom and gloom that sometimes pervades critiques of 
contemporary education; rather, the writers tend to convey a positive mes­
sage about changes that are feasible - essentially a non-utopian message. For 
example, Wolbert (2018, p. 91) believes that 'there is in fact broad, intuitive 
agreement that one of education's main purposes is to help children to be 
better able to cope in the world and live a life of well-being', although, ' in a 



world preoccupied with efficiency, improvement and protocols this is some­
times forgotten, or interpreted in a too confined way'. 

I say more about possible tensions between the ideal and the practical in 
the closing section of this chapter. Prior to that, the initial question to be 
asked is what makes these theories of education, individually and collec­
tively, theories of f/011rishing. Wolbert, de R uyter and Schinkel (2015) identify 
the following 'formal criteria' of any correctly designated flourishing the­
ory: that it sees flour ishing as intrinsically worthwhile; as the actual isation of 
human potential; over a whole li fe; a dynamic state; heading towards objec­
tive goods. There is less emphasis here than in Aristotle's original account of 
flourishing as mdaimonia (recall the third section of Chapter 1) on the exercise 
of reason, although it may be implied, and Aristotelians might grumble at the 
reference to flourishing as 'a state' (2015, p. 86), albeit a 'dynamic' one, rather 
than an ongoing activity; otherwise, most of what they say sounds recognis­
ably Aristotelian. It is also worth noting that what we are seeing here are 
full-blown t/1eories of education, not just supplementary accounts or partial 
remedies . Consider, for example, Sarid's overarching characterisation of a 
theory of education: 

Education is a continuous practice consisting of purposefully structured 
learning processes, which are either inclividually or socially directed, 
formally or informally governed, aimed at the realisation of ends that 
are derived from a certa in conception of the 'good' along two central 
dimensions: (1) conservation vs . change and (2) self- flourishing vs. um­
versal well-being (Sarid, 2018). 

All the flourishing theorists mentioned above can be seen to take a stand 
on the general issues that Sarid's overarching definition identifies: namely, 
populating all its variables . For example, following the Aristotelian tradition, 
it seems to be assumed in the flourish ing theories oflate that 'self- flourishing' 
cannot be separated from 'universal well-being', because exercising some of 
the core features of one's own flourishing, especially the moral and civic vir­
tues, simply cannot be done without affecting other people's well-being pos­
itively. Notice also that my theory of flourishing in education, as sketched in 
the first section of Chapter 1 and elaborated upon in the third section, satisfies 
both the genera l criteria for an educational theory and the more specific cri­
teria above for a theory of educational flourishing. My initial criterion of the 
flourishing activity having to be '(relatively) unencumbered' is not explicitly 
stated in the characterisation by Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel (2015), bur 
I do not take that omission as a sign of a major difference of opinion. There 
are limits to how much you can squeeze into a handy minimal definition 
such as theirs, and, as wi ll be noted in the following section, considerations 
of possible barriers to flourishing are included in all the recent incarnations 
of flourishing theories. 



To prevent in itial misunderstandings, two quick observations are in order 
about the newly emerging theoretical paradigm of flourish ing in educa­
tion. First, it must not be conflated with an earlier deficit-based well-being 
paradigm, at the close of the 20th century, of the emotionally vulnerable 
child, which essentially psychologised, therapeurised and instrumentalised 
student well-being through initiatives such as the self-esteem and emotional­
intelligence movements (see a t renchant critique in Ecclesrone & Hayes, 2009; 
cf. Thorburn, 2015). In contrast, the flourishing paradigm takes a stre11gt/1 -
based approach to student well- being; it is all about furthering assets that stu­
dents already possess in nascent forms and helping them continue to develop 
the personal qual ities that are intrinsically related to (i.e. constitutive of) 
flourishing (Walker, Roberts & Kristjansson, 2015). This fact should allay 
the fears of traditional ists that the flourish ing paradigm is just one more 
attempt to smuggle a Trojan horse of touchy- feeliness into the classroom in 
order to undermine more rigorous standard procedures. In my view, how­
ever, Wolbert (2018, p. 6) wrongly connects a strength- based approach to 
well-being to 'a strong focus on the "effort side" of flourishing, as opposed to 
"the luck side" '. A strength- based approach offers an antidote to approaches 
that focus on student weaknesses and how to ameliorate them. However, a 
st rength- based approach may, or may not, be sensitive to the inter-dependent 
and fortune- dependent development and sustaining of strengths; simila rly, a 
deficit- based approach may focus on deficits either as personal faults through 
lack of effort, or as faults that are the result of bad luck (generic or social). 
Wolbert seems to be conflating two distinct conceptual issues here, although 
she m ight want to argue that there is - say, in current psychology - an empir­
ical correlation between holding a strength-based view of human beings and 
holding a view of individuals as masters of thei r own destiny. 

All this said, while the flourishing paradigm is conceptually distinct from 
the earl ier deficit paradigm, the way this work is taken up by educational 
policy-makers, subsumed with in particular educational policy discourses and 
translated into educational practice may not necessarily be all that practi­
cally remote from earlier incarnations of the emphasis on children's well­
being. That is a matter for no surprise; educational interventions often differ 
less in their execution than in their theoretical rationales (see examples in 
Kristjansson, 2018, chap. 9). 

A second, bur related, observation is that although the flourishing para­
digm is sometimes connected to, or even equated with, a focus on the 'whole 
child' - a focus motivated by discontent with the current school system's one­
sided emphasis on grade attainment (see e.g. Wolbert, de Ruyter & Schinkel, 
2015) - education for flourishing is typically supposed to include traditional 
subject knowledge (bur see White, 2011, for a slightly more radical alterna­
tive) and other practical benefits of a well- rounded education. Ir is not meant 
to supplant anything, except perhaps the obsession with high-stakes resting, 
bur rather to enhance and add new layers to already existing school practices. 



As I spoke above of 'current psychology', let me explain briefly why I leave 
out of consideration here the two psychological theories mentioned briefly 
in C hapter l as moving towards flourish ing specifications of well-being: 
positive psychology and self- determination theory. Despite their recent flir­
tations with Arisrorelianism, neither the positive psychological PERMA­
model nor SOT- theory makes a fully harmonious bedfellow with an account 
of objective well- being as encapsulated by Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel's 
(2015) minimal criteria. The mainstream position on well-being in positive 
psychology is sti ll seen by many theor ists as subjectivist (Tiberius, 20l6), 
although the variables associated with SWB are increasingly of the eudai111011ic 
kind (Sel igman, 2011). Rather than focusing on flourishing itself, with 
pleasure as a happy fortu itous side- effect, as any Aristotle- related concep­
tion of flourishing would recommend, most positive psychologists still seem 
to understand this connection the other way round. Moreover, despite the 
Aristotelian leanings of Ryan, Curren and Deci 's rncenc work (2013), SOT­
theory continues to understand flourishing essentially in terms of need sat­
isfaction (Besser-Jones, 2014), rather than through an exercise of practical 
reason; hence a viral Aristotelian ingredient of' intellectualism' is missing 
(cf. H ills, 2015). 

I deliberately evade here the question of whether PERMA and SOT may 
be seen to offer alternative accounts of flourishing (qua objective well-being) 
or irreducibly mixed accounts (see fu rther in Chapter 3); at all events, they 
are too far removed from the assumptions of Aristotle- related flourishing to 
merit further scrutiny here. Closer contenders as Aristotelian successors are 
the current educational philosophers who are setting in morion the recent 
flourishing bandwagon - despite their reluctance to be characterised as 
card-carrying Arisrorelians. Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel correctly point 
out that Aristotelian flourishing is 'just one conception of human flourishing' 
(2015, p. ll9). Yer they acknowledge that the criteria for the concept are best 
derived from Aristotle's work. 

To return to the educational philosophers in questions, White (201l) 
understands flourish ing as autonomous, wholehearted and successful immer­
sion in worthwhile pursuits, both activities and relationships (although he 
leaves room for individual flourishing in societies that do not value auton­
omy). It would rake up too much space here to unpack all the variables in 
this specification and compare them with those of Aristotelian flourishing. 
Suffice it to say that White does not depart expl icitly from anything that 
a neo-Aristorelian would want to say (cf. e.g. Snow's 2015 specification of 
Aristotelian flourish ing as wholehearted, embodied engagement with life), at 
least if we understand 'autonomy' to cover the reason-instantiating element 
of Aristotelian flourishing. Brighouse (2006) defines flourishing quire sim­
ilarly as referring to a worthwhile life that conta ins objective goods and is 
'lived from the inside' (2006, p. 16), in the sense that the agent identifies with 
the pursuit of those goods. Brighouse is also an avid defender of autonomy 



as an essential component of flourishing, but he is perhaps less sensitive than 
Aristotle and White would be to the need for internal and external factors 
enabl ing the relevant activity to 'succeed'. De Ruyter believes that human 
flourishing cons ists of 'generic goods that are objectively ident ifiable and the 
meaningful interpretation of these goods by the person herself (2004, p. 384), 
who, in the process, is able to 'make the most of her qualities and live her life 
to the full' (2015, p. 92). 

To be sure, all these recent authors may be seen to be offering accounts 
of (student) flourishing that are more in tune with the m indset of Western 
liberal democracies than Aristotelian flourishing (for obvious historical and 
philosophical reasons); however, none of them proposes the sort of all-you­
can- eat-value- buffet subjectivism into which contemporary liberalism often 
tends to collapse, and although they foreground self-chosen pluralistic values 
more than Aristotle did, there is reason to suppose that Aristotelian flourish­
ing is compatible with a (moderate) form of value plural ism (Kristjansson, 
2015). It is important to note here that in addition to value-neutral or sub­
j ectivist forms ofliberalism, which resent any comprehensive theories of the 
good to be promoted by the state and in public schools, there also exists a 
strong tradition within liberal ism of what Mautner (2018) calls 'the liber­
alism of flourishing', w ith roots in the writings of John Stuart M ill and 
the Germanic Bild1111g approach. According to this t radition, the good life is 
one in which an individual develops her capabilities, and it is the role of the 
state to create the background conditions that allow th is to happen. In so far 
as current flourishing theorists in education are arguing for a liberal take on 
flourishing, they seem to be doing so from within this particular tradition 
of 'social liberalism' or 'l iberal socialism' (Mautner, 2018, p. 31). However, a 
side- effect of the libera l focus on autonomous students in the recent flourish­
ing theories means that the examples they take tend to draw more on second­
ary or even tertiary education than on the education of young children who 
have not yet mastered autonomy (cf. Fattore, Mason & Watson, 2017, for a 
more explicit focus on young children's understanding of, and development 
towards, flourishing). 

All in all, a straight and almost uninterrupted road leads from Aristotelian 
flourishing to recent theories of flourishing as the ideal aim of education. No 
fundamental, irreconcilable d ifferences emerge; if one wants to be pedantic, 
however, perhaps the current theories do not allow quite the same space for 
the mediati ng role of p/,ronesis in adj udicating conflicts between potentially 
disharmonious components of er1dai111011ia as Aristotle does, although auton­
omy is probably meant to do part of that job (cf. de Ruyter, 2004, p. 385, on 
'reflective decision-making') . Moreover, none of the current theorists seems 
to ascribe the same importance to emotions and emotional attachments (as 
constituents of the good life and of education for flourish ing) as Aristotle 
did (Kristjansson, 2007; 2018). Notably, in following chapters I will al~o be 
departing from the standard Aristotelian blueprint in various ways. 



To retrace my steps, the point that I am intent on making is that I am 
interested in the recent educational flourishing theories because they can 
be considered - collectively alongside mine - as variations on Aristotel ian 
themes about the nature of objective well-being qua eudai111011ia. For present 
purposes, their di fferences from one another and their departures from the 
original script are less important than the fact that they can all be grafted onto 
an original Aristotelian stem. 

The current educational advocates offlouri~hing share my worry - repeatedly 
broached in Chapter 1 - that the ideal of flourishing may, at worst, be under­
stood as a 'bland statement of the obvious' (White, 2011, p. 2) or devalued 
through arbitrary and ind iscriminate uses to cover whatever ingredients we 
may want to include in our conception of children's well- being (Wolbert, 
de Ruyter & Schinkel, 2015, p. 126). In order to convey just how specific, 
rich and illuminating this ideal can be, it is instructive to elicit its deta ils, as 
presented by current advocates in educational theory; and I proceed to do so 
in the remainder of th is chapter. 

The worry about the ideal of flourishing just reproducing commonplaces -
which make it sound inconsequential or pedestrian - surfaces in particular 
when the discussion turns to the pedagogical details of education for flour­
ish ing within the classroom. It so happens that most of the general message 
about what such education would comprise is already known, and some of 
this knowledge is as old as the hills (see e.g. Narvaez, 2008; Curren, 2013; 
Knoop, 2016). There would be a general consensus among all the flourish ing 
theorists that education for flourishing must, for example: 

fulfil students' potential for competence, relationships (in particular, for 
what Aristotelians would call 'civic friendships'), self-efficacy and intrin­
sic engagement; 
be fun and stimulate flow and wonder; 
aim at the essential goods of truth, understanding, knowledge, good 
judgement and self-governance; 
take place with in learning environments of co-operation, warmth and 
trust. 

I could add various bullet points to this list, but the 'obviousness' of the items 
on it already - and how closely they follow the criteria of what has traditionally 
been known simply as 'liberal education' (de Nicola, 2012; Curren, 2013) -
may raise, once aga in, the worry that a theory of education for flourishing 
can do little more than regurgitate platitudes or, at best, offer old slogans in 
new, respectable trappings. 

In response to that worry, two quick rejoinders suffice here. One is 
that I propose to go beyond traditional wisdoms by argu ing that the ped­
agogy of education for flourishing requires the facil itation of awe and 
epiphan ic experiences in students in ways tha t are not accounted for in 



previous Aristotelian or quasi-Aristotelian pedagogies of flourishing. The 
other response is that whatever the theoretical consensus may be, millions 
if not billions oflearners worldwide are not exposed to educational settings 
that satisfy, even in a minimal sense, the criteria suggested above (see e.g. 
Knoop, 2016, p. 454) but, rather, experience settings that elicit demotiva­
tion and unlearning. 

As I stated in C hapter 1, education for flourishjng is meant to perme­
ate the whole curriculum and influence every sal ient educational decision 
taken with in the school. How far- reaching the practical implications of such 
a change of compass would be is a moot point, however. Brighouse (2006) 
mentions a revised role for schooling: bui lding the general potential of indi­
viduals rather than fitting them into potential slots in the economy. He also 
invokes four new kinds of educational experiences that students need to have 
in schools for flourishing: classes to learn about parental life, learning about 
work- life balance, learning about saving and investi ng, and learning how to 
make good use of their leisure time. O therwise, Brighouse does not seem 
to foresee a radical overhaul of the timetable of academic subjects. For him, 
education for flourishing is more about the general approach to, rather than 
the specific content of, the curriculum. The same goes for de Ruyter; for 
her the most prominent feature of education for flourish ing lies in teachers 
passing on knowledge in such a way that chi ldren learn to understand what 
is conducive to human flourishing (2004, p. 385). White is by far the most 
radical of the three, perhaps motivated by his fear of the potential 'bland­
ness' of the ideal of flourishing in leaving everything as it is . Not only does 
White wane to see a change of emphasis in schooling from comprehensive­
ness to active engagement with particularities, he also thinks that education 
for flourishjng necessitates tearing up the whole curriculum, as it is now 
carved into discrete subjects, and restructuring it along the lines of general 
educational aims. Despite his radjcal ism, White is optimistic that the 'advent 
of the well- being school may be closer than we think ' (2011, p. 145); and in 
such a school, children wi ll be absorbed in 'self-chosen worthwhile activities' 
(White, 2011 p. 220). 

More specifically, in White's (2011) view, the requi red changes call for a 
radically new educational 'vision' and a substantially changed curriculum 
in which we would abandon outdated 'totems' of academic rigour, tra­
ditiona l subject- based learning and examination star rati ngs . If we really 
want schools to become 'seedbeds of human flourishing', he believes, it 
ca lls for nothing less than a complete rethinking of the school 's t raditional 
role (pp. 1- 3, 95). I hesitate to draw such radical curricular implications 
from a shift towards flourishing education. Let us not forget, for instance, 
that educat ion for character has historica lly been one of the school 's most 
fundamental missions. The 'de-moralisation' of the school is a fairly recent 
aberration from that historical tradition. Giving considerations about stu­
dents' virtue- based flourishing pride of place in the visions of our schools 



would herald not so much a revolution as a retrieval of the time-honoured 
truth that it is not for the benefit of human beings to gain the whole world 
if they lose their souls. 

Notably, in ancient and medieva l times, when thjs truth permeated 
school curricula, it was not to the detrjment of the standard school subjects. 
Flourishing cannot be achieved w ithout basic knowledge in reading, writ­
ing, mathematics, the arts and the sciences. An overall emphasis on student 
flourishing, however, may help teachers identify what educationist Darling­
Hammond call~ 'the teachable moment' (1997, p. 97), when students are in 
flow and intrinsically geared towards worthwhile activities . 'I want a revolu­
tion in world education', psychologist Seligman enthuses (2011, p. 63). I am 
not sure it is the same k ind of revolurion for which White pines - bur I hope 
it bears some resemblance to the kind of reawakening that I would like to see 
in schools (cf. also Kristjansson, 2013, chap. 10). In my v iew, such a reawak­
ening has less to do - pace White - with a change in subjects and topics taught 
than with horv they are taught - witness my examples of science education for 
wonder and awe in Chapter 5. 

Even though all the recent flourishing theorists offer hims about the prac­
tical impl ications of the new paradigm, it is not always easy to pin down 
exactly what those impl ications would really mean for current classroom 
practice and how radical they would be. More work remains to be done in 
that area, and I return to this topic in Chapter 8 . 

The first precondition of flourishing: external necessities 

According to Aristotelian flourishing, and indeed to all the contemporary 
theories also, flourishing consists of many components (Aristotle, 2007, 
pp. 188- 189 [1360b9- 18J); hence, there is a need to work out the various 
'criteria' of flourishing (see e.g. Wolbert, de Ruyter & Schinkel's criteria, 
2015, repeatedly referred to above). It is not always clear in Aristotle's own 
text which components are to be understood as constituents of flourishing and 
which as its preconditions; indeed, commentators disagree on this (for a quick 
review, see Yu, 2007, p. 188). For present purposes, and in order to develop 
my Aristotle- inspired theory further, I assume that flourishing has two main 
preconditions: extemal necessities, which I explain in this section, and a se11se 
of mea11ing a11d purpose, which I exp)ajn in the following section. While the 
latter precondition is to great extent an addition to original Aristotelian the­
ory, the external necessities are firmly grounded in Aristotle's own work; 
Philippa Foot has even coined the term 'Aristotel ian necessities' to describe 
them (2001, p. 15; cf. also Nussbaum's 2011 related term, 'basic capabilities'). 
The word 'external ' must be understood quite broadly here to cover vari­
ous psychological, physical, societal/political and economic aspects of what 
philosophers call 'moral luck': favourable enabling circumstances that are 
largely beyond the agent's own direct control. Some of those necessities may, 



however, be 'internal ' to the agent (e.g. a healthy constitution), and some of 
them may be amenable to some personal control (e.g. exercising to improve 
stamina; attending a workshop on cognitive behavioural therapy to enhance 
resilience). 

In their moral educational incarnation as 'character education', ideals of 
education for good character often come under attack for their apolitical, 
individual ist stance: for assuming that facilitating flourishing is all about fix­
ing individual students without paying any attention to their social habi111s 
(see e.g. Suissa, 2015). This objection h its hardest at instrumentalist accounts 
of good character that foreground performance virtues. For example, in 
Duckworth 's (2016) book on grit, there is no mention of the need to rem­
edy any structural problems in society. In her defence it might be said that 
th is silence does not necessari ly mean that she treats socio-political issues 
with levity; her book is simply not about those issues. Yet th is silence may 
encourage the following illicit romanticisation of hardship: If grit provides 
the pathway to success, and it stems from persevering through hardships, 
then the best way to produce grit is to secure continued hardships. Let us 
not forget either that a common move in classic accounts of theodicy within 
the monotheistic religions is to argue that an all-powerful , omni-benevolent 
God allows suffering in the world precisely in order to provide opportuni­
ties for humans to cultivate certa in virtues of care, courage and compassion. 
Although Aristotelian character education forecloses some of the 'anti-social­
srrucrures' moves when the message about the need for just societies from 
the Politics is superimposed on the message about justice as a personal virtue 
from the Nicomac/1ea11 Ethics, it remains a question open to respectable debate 
to what extent adverse social conditions facilitate or hinder the development 
of certa in moral and civic virtues. Moreover, we should not close our eyes to 
the fact that some (un-Aristotelian) forms of character education have histor­
ically been mired in conservative political agendas . 

When the discussion turns, however, from mere character education to 
education for (overall) flourishing, any recourse to the 'facilitating' effects 
of adverse social conditions on flourishing will be calamitous - at least if it 
is meant to draw in any way upon Aristotle's original account of eudaimonia. 
Indeed, Aristotle is acutely sensitive to the background conditions that enable 
or disable flourishing. It is particularly noticeable how much more demand­
ing the Aristotel ian account is in this respect than another flourishing theory 
with which it is often compared nowadays: Confucianism. Both Confucius 
and his disciple Mencius believed that st raitened circumstances had very lit­
tle bearing on the good life of the individual (see various references in Yu, 
2007, p. 187). In that sense, they were more Socratic (with his the-good­
person-cannot-be-harmed thesis) than Aristotelian . In contrast, well-being 
'also needs external goods', Aristotle says; those who maintain that we can 
flourish 'when we are broken on the wheel, or fall into terrible misfortunes, 
provided that we are good [ . . . J are talking 11011seuse' (Aristotle, 1985, pp. 21 



and 203 [1099a32 and 1153b19- 21J; my italics). To return to the topic of grit, 
just teaching under- privileged k ids, 'broken on the wheel', grit may be use­
less at best, counter- productive at worst (Arthur, Kristjansson & Thoma, 2016; 
Morton & Paul, 2019, p. 203). 

What are those resources or goods of fortune that we need to stand a 
chance of flourishing? Aristotle provides extended lists of them (see esp. 2007, 
pp. 56- 61 [Book I, chap. SJ; cf Curzer, 2012, chap. 18), but I w ill only 
briefly mention six categories. (1) Close parental attac/1111eut a11d good 11pbri11gingl 
ed11catio11. Many commentators even complain that Aristotle is too pessimistic 
here about children brought up in bad habits ever being able to mend their 
ways (Aristotle, 1985, p. 292 [1179b11- 31]; cf Kristjansson, 2015, chap. 5). 
(2) Good govemmeut, ruling in. tire interests of tire people, and a just constitution. 
Aristotle thus politicises the good life explicitly and even warns specifically 
against the dangers of excessive inequalities - surely an object lesson for cur­
rent t imes (cf Homiak, 2007). (3) E11011g/r ivealtl, to make sure we do n.ot come 
a cropper. Aristotle has no time for idealisations of happy-go- lucky poverty; 
rather, he thinks it dissipates and degrades . (4) A complete life: namely, a life in 
rvhic/r rve do not die prematurely. Aristotle wants people to reach a good old age, 
not for the sake of being able to rest on their laurels, but for life to be long 
enough to come to some sort of fruition (cf. Curzer, 2012, p. 414). (5) Health, 
streugt/r and even. mi11imal physical beauty. The last element may seem anachro­
nistic, but th ink of the frequent shaming and bullying of fat or ugly people 
on today's social media, and you get Aristotle's point. The component of 
'strength' will include various beneficial psychological qua lities, such as grit, 
which are instrumenta lly related to flourishing rather than having intrinsic 
worth. (6) Friends a11d family. Aristotle thinks we need those, inter alia, in 
order to hone and display our virtues. He goes even further and adds hav ing 
(good!) children to the list. I am tempted to follow neo-Aristotelians such as 
Hursthouse (1999, pp. 219- 20) here and modify this condition to being in a 
position to 'contribute to the continuation of the species'; a childless person 
can do so in many ways by helping care for, raise and educate other people's 
chi ldren. 

In the case of some of those items, the distinction between preconditions 
and constituents of flourishing becomes tenuous or blurred. For example, 
in one sense, we can think of friends as 'instruments' (Aristotle, 1985, p. 21 
[1099b1- 2]) that confer benefits upon us, necessary in order for us to pros­
per; in another sense, bonds with our best 'friends for character' become 
indispensably constitutive of (as distinct from conducive to) our flourishing, 
so much so that the friends become parts of our own selfl10od as 'second 
selves' (1985, p. 246 [1166a29- 32J; cf. Kristj :insson, 2015, chap. 6) . Similarly, 
for health, it is not easy to d istinguish between health as a precondition of 
flourishing and as an essential ingredient in it. It is worth noting at this point 
that the literature on the actual or potential association between a well-being 
focus in schools and a mental health agenda is huge (see e.g. Chapman, 2015) 



and cannot be delved into in this book for reasons of space. Suffice it to say 
here that while some moral virtues (such as gratitude), qua ingredients in a 
flourishing life, are known to be positively correlated with mental health, the 
precise causal connections are open to debate. 

To stay with the topic of health for a while, it provides a case in point to 
demonst rate how tenuous the distinction can be between a precondition the 
lack of which actually precludes overall flourishing and one that simply makes 
flourish ing more difficult to achieve. Recall from Chapter 1 that flourishing 
is a 'saris concept'; rhe crucial question is whether a certajn deprivation of a 
precondition prevents rhe outcome from ever being 'good enough ' ro qual­
i fy as flourishing. I used Stephen Hawking's disabi lity as an example of an 
extreme debilitating condfrion that prevented his life from being an overall 
flourish ing life (notably, on his own view). However, as I was about to com­
plete the manuscript for this book, my own life took an unexpected turn for 
the worse: I woke up one morning in August 2018 i rretrievably deaf in one 
ear after a violent virus attack. Sudden sensorineural hearing loss ('ssnhl') is a 
traumatic syndrome. Apart from the unilateral partial deafness itself, which 
is annoying but not unbearable, it left me with an intrusive cinnjtus in the 
affected ear, as well as incurably d istorted sound perceptions and a sense of 
general psycho- physical disorientation rhat lingers on. It is still too early to 
say whether this djsabilicy will d isqual ify me from satisfying the 'saris' cri­
teria for flourishing (relegating me to the category of those whose lives can 
only approximate flourishing) or whether it will simply make flourishing 
more difficult for me to achieve. I would hypothesise that a lot hinges on 
the extent to which I will eventually succeed in overcomjng the sense of 
'unhomelike being- in- the-world' (Svanaeus, 2011) in a body that I currently 
sense as a protruding object that is not fully part of 'me'. Because Hawking 
did not feel 'ar home' in his body, it robbed him of the experience of overall 
flourishing. However, we are entering a territory here that does not yield 
well to an Aristotelian analysis, because rhe conceptual repertoire needed 
to make sense of its existential ist features developed largely in the 20th cen­
tury through philosophers such as Heidegger (Th6rarinsd6tti r, Bjornsd6tti r 
& Kristjansson, 2017). What I can opine at rh is point is simply that there 
seems to be very little truth in the N ietzschean cliche 'What does not kill you 
makes you stronger'. My weakened health has not brought wirh it any notice­
able compensations in terms of corrective strengths (yet cf Jayawickreme & 
Blackje, 2014). An attack on any of the preconrurions of flourishing is likely 
to make one weaker as a person overall, not stronger. 

What I have sajd above about the salience of the preconditions of flour­
ishing must not be understood to indicate that good fortune is in any way 
sufficient for flourishing. However many 'lemons' life provides me with, only 
I can turn them into 'lemonade' through my concerted effort. Thus, I can­
not just sit pretty on my assets, but I need to do something with rhem; for 
'Olympic prizes are not for the finest and strongest, but for contestants, since 



it is only these who win; so also in life [onlyj the fine and good people who 
act correctly win the prize' (Aristotle, 1985, p. 20 [l099a1- 7]). Abundant 
'moral luck ' even places extra demands on us, both because the higher the 
ape climbs, the more he is liable to show his tail, and because a person blessed 
with external riches has the potential to become not only a pl,ronimos (a par­
agon of ordjnary virtue), but also a megalopsyc/1os (a paragon of extraordinary 
virtue) whose privileged position commits him ethically to the role of a pub­
lic benefactor (see further in Chapter 4). One always needs to cut one's coat 
according to one's cloth, large or small, in order to flourish. 

What I have said above must not be understood to imply either that we 
are all simply victims subject to the vicissitudes of good or bad fortune. 
Aristotle's position is here, as often, an intermediary one (see Curzer, 2012, 
p. 419). While lack of external resources d isrupts and blocks flourishing in 
many ways, the human being is not a 'chameleon, insecurely based'. Rather, 
a person's character leaps to the fore when external necessities are missing, 
in that good people will at least bear misfortune with 'good temper' and -
though not 'blessed ' - will never become totally 'miserable' by engaging in 
'base actions' (Aristotle, 1985, pp. 25- 26 [1100b5- 1101a10]). These consid­
erations allow Curzer to offer a four- level theory of Aristotelian flourishing, 
ranging from misery, to lack of j/011rishi11g, to j/011risl1i11g, to the top level of 
blessedness (2012, p. 421; notjce that Curzer prefers to call flourishing and lack 
ofit simply 'happiness' and 'unhappiness'). I return to th is multi- level theory 
of flourish ing in the second section of Chapter 4. 

Although I have concentrated here on Aristotle's own r ich account of the 
external necessities of flourishing, much the same concerns animate latter- day 
theories. This can be best seen from White's informative chapter on what he 
calls simply 'basic needs' in his book (2011, chap. 4). Not only does White 
offer much the same considerations as Aristotle would have, he asks penetrat­
ing questions about what the school can do to help meet children's basic needs. 
He also argues that 'educational reform has to be premised on reforms in the 
wider society' (2016, p. 223). Brighouse observes how the 'low status and 
stress that accompany relative poverty, and the lack of control over one's con­
ditions ofl ife, djminish people's ability to flourish' (2006, p. 45). Similarly, de 
Ruyter talks about the circumstances in which a person lives that may make 
it impossible for her to flourish (2004, p. 383; 2015, p. 95). Wolbert (2018, 
esp. pp. 6 and 89) seems to worry that some current theorists of educational 
flourishing under-estimate the essential fragility of flourishing - its precari­
ousness and vulnerabifay - because of the abstract and idealised nature of their 
theorising. I return to that question in the final section of this chapter, but it 
suffices for present purposes to point out that if they do, th is would be a serious 
aberration from their Aristotelian heritage. 

If we take on board - as I do - Aristotle's stringent demands on the exter­
nal preconditions necessary for flourishing, it will clear that any reasonable 
account of student flourishing wi ll be strongly politically ladm. Anyone who 



wants to pay more than just lip service to the ideal of flourishing will need 
to let her political actions speak as loud as, or even louder than, her words. 
The fundamental question we need to ask ourselves when casting a vote in an 
election, for example, is which candidate or parry is most likely to create the 
conditions necessary for human flourishing. I am not going to explore that 
general polit ical territory in any great dee.a il here - it would require a separate 
book - although I revisit it briefly in the fourth section of this chapter. 

As a Scandinavian, it is not surprising that I happen to be partial to the polit­
ical implications that Martha Nussbaum (1990) has drawn from Aristotle's 
theory, culminating in the 'fascinating convergence' she envisions between 
Aristotle's ideals and the policies of modern Scandinavian social democra­
cies. The nuances of her highly contentious interpretation are outside the 
purview ofrhe present study. However, what is relevant here is her insistence 
that an Aristotelian theory of the goods requ ired for human flourishing will 
require the state to r.ake a firm stand on many educational and cultural issues 
often eschewed by liberal authorities. It will, for instance, have to support 
educational programmes aimed at fostering basic human capabil ities, and it 
must make sure that the content of these programmes is conducive to human 
flourishing. I direct readers to the writings of other capabil ity theorists, such 
as Amarrya Sen (2011), who are beginning the discussion of how to flesh out 
in practice the relationsh ip between moral/educational ideals, on the one 
hand, and pol itical/economic ideals, on the other, given current world con­
ditions - which are of course rad ically different from those in Aristotle's rime 
(cf. Curren, 2000; 2013). Furthermore, although I want to avoid turning this 
book into a general political manifesto on flourishing, I cannot shirk a more 
specific question about the required political engagement of a reacher who 
whole- heartedly endorses a flourishing agenda. 

Indeed, White's question about the contribution of the school towards 
basic needs (2011, chap. 4) brings us right to the issue of the socio- political 
role of the teacher. It goes without saying that on any viable conception 
of flourishing as the aim of education, teachers will be seen as facilitators 
of students' flourishing, not least in thei r inescapable role as in loco parentis 
(Arthur, 2003). When we inquire, however, about how far th.at role should 
go beyond helping students develop their excellences, issues of fiendish intri­
cacy arise. In particular, when addressing the ideal role of teachers in the 
provision of essential external necessities, we quickly enter shark-infested 
politic.al waters. In the wake of the economic collapse in Iceland, some head 
teachers decided to offer children free porridge when they arrived in the 
morning, knowing that little learning rakes place on an empry stomach. Such 
examples sound sweet but simplistic. The more incisive question is how far 
those efforts should go. 

Here is an are.a where fundamental pol it ical views cl.ash, even among those 
theorists who consider the role of teachers to be an irreducibly moral one. For 
example, Elizabeth Campbell, a passionate advocate of the moral dimensions 



of teaching, claims that 'ethical teachers should be good moral agents and 
moral models, not moralistic activists' (2008, p. 612), and she considers social 
justice education for teachers (along currently fashionable lines at least) a 'dis­
traction' from the core commitments of teaching. The parenthetical qualifica­
tion in the last sentence is crucial, because a careful reading of Campbell's latest 
(2018) diatribe against a social j ustice agenda in teaching and teacher education 
indicates that she understands such an agenda in a blatantly un-Aristotelian 
sense to constitute a euphemism for identity politics and political correct­
ness, which she, in turn, considers to be forms of postmodern halitosis. So 
Campbell may in the end not be the sworn enemy of a social justice agenda 
in education - understood along Aristotelian lines - that she appears to be 
at first sight. Nevertheless, she explicitly rejects the moral requi rement that 
teachers need to see themselves, and to act, as agents of social change. 

Dissenting from such a view and representing the opposite extreme stance 
on this issue, Alasdair MacIntyre (1987) maintains that teachers should ide­
ally be overt agents of social change. He nostalgically pinpoints a period in 
history, during the Scottish Enlightenment, when teachers were agents of 
social change, and he seems to suggest this as an ideal at which to aim (see 
MacAllister, 2016). At the same time, MacIntyre is not sanguine about the 
capacities of contemporary teachers to overturn current free-market liberal 
theory and oppressive capital ist st ructures - the real reasons, in his view, 
why the basic necessities of many children are nor met in today's world. As 
a matter of fact, he thinks that the teacher's dual role, preparing students 
for real life and helping them develop thei r potent ial , places competing and 
incommensurable demands on teachers, turning them into no less than ' the 
forlorn hope of the culture of western modernity' (1987, p. 16): a truly tragic 
predicament. 

This sticking point is g iven surprisingly little attention by current flourish­
ing theorists. Even White, whose political viewpoint is essentially left-wing, 
concedes quite readily that a number of the external necessities are 'beyond 
the school's control ' (2011, p. 30). While that may seem incontestable, it 
leaves open the question of whether teachers should j ust bow down to the 
force of adverse external circumstances affecting student learning or whether 
they should take up arms on students' behalf. As could be expected, many 
overt neo-Aristotelians envisage a considerably active political role for edu­
cational agents (see e .g. Curren, 2013), bur a pessimistic Maclntyrean could 
ask, in response, if they are simply trading in unrealistic expectations (cf. also 
Higgins's 2003 warnings against the ideal of the selfless ascetic teacher - a 
recipe for burnout - and van Kessel & Burke, 2018, on teachers using the 
profession as a compensation for existential terror). Do we really want to pile 
further moral pressure on an already overburdened profession? 

Not batting an eyelid when their own students' interests are undermined by 
external forces seems to go against the very grain of a moral ideal of teacher 
professionalism. In that sense, it is difficult to envisage how a committed 



teacher can avoid being an agent of social change (cf. Grant, 2012) and still 
retain the important educational virtue of trustworthiness (D'Olimpio, 2018). 
Much wider questions remain, however, about the extension of that moral 
commitment to the whole world's student population. A modest estimate, 
given today's economic inequalities, is that 20% of children in the world do 
not enj oy the basic necessities required either to attend school or at least to 

make their schooling a flourishing experience. From the point of view of 
Aristotelian flourishing, the question of whether a committed professional 
teacher has a moral dury to make her voice heard about such injustices -
beyond the parochial interests of her (possibly privileged) own classroom 
or school - is eerily reminiscent of the question of whether it is in order to 

swallow a camel while stra ining at a gnat. Perhaps that does turn teaching 
into a 'forlorn' profession, as MacIntyre suggests, but it could be argued that 
it is better to be forlorn than morally disengaged and aloof. 

The special commitment, as an educational professional, to make one's 
voice heard about the lack of external necessities affecting young learners 
does nor necessarily turn every teacher into a social justice activist of the 
sort that Campbell deems professionally supererogatory or even distracting. 
Perhaps a teacher in a privileged Western school could reasonably argue that 
the interests of young people in the world are best served by devoting all 
her energy to educating her own students as morally engaged agents, intent 
on making the world a better place. Yet an argument of that sort can eas­
ily degenerate into an unsavoury libertarian breadcrumbs theory, according 
to which the required external necessities will gradually fall to the poor as 
breadcrumbs from the tables of the rich. Any viable theory drawing on an 
Aristotelian conception of flourishing will, arguably, call for a more active 
political contribution from teachers and other educational agents in order 
to make sure that the first precondition of student flourishing is universally 
met. Otherwise, efforts at education for flourishing, merely tailored for indi­
vidual students in individual classrooms, may terminate in a dead end. As 
civil- rights activist Dorothy Height put it: 'If the time is not ripe, we have to 
ripen the time' (cited in Grant, 2012, p. 930). 

The second precondition of flourishing: a sense of 
meaning and purpose 

Some theorists understand the quest for flourishing simply in terms of a quest 
for purpose/meaning, or at least fail to make a clear distinction between 
flourishing and meaning-making (e .g. Flanagan, 2007). I suggest we eschew 
this equation as unhelpfu l, both because meaning and purpose are much less 
demanding ideals than flourishing, and because they constitute necessary but 
not sufficient conditions of flourishing. 

De Ruyter explicitly agrees with the latter reason at least; yet she persists 
in including meaning and purpose as constituents of flourishing (2004, 



pp. 383- 384). There is no inconsistency in holding that position, but it is 
slightly odd from an Aristotelian perspective. On an Aristotelian account, the 
constituents of flourishing are intrinsically valuable, and as such they need to 
satisfy strict moral constraints. Despite empirical finclings that doing moral 
deeds lends most purpose to people's lives (e.g. Hoffman et al., 2014), a sense 
of meaning and purpose can easily be amoral or even immoral; H itler had a 
distinct, 'h igher' purpose to his actions . For this reason I prefer to view the 
sense of meaning and purpose as a precondition of flourishing - ' internal 
necessities', if you like: a box that we need to be able to tick for flourish­
ing to material ise. In that sense, meaning and purpose are more simi lar to 
performance virtues such as resilience and grit than to moral virtues such 
as honesty and compassion; and I have rnken strong exception elsewhere to 
giving performance virtues pride of place in education (Kristjansson, 2015, 
chap. 1). Han (2015) has made a bold attempt to elevate purpose to the sta­
tus of a moral virtue. While he argues convincingly for the amenability of 
purpose to the formal architectonic of an Aristotelian virtue, he achieves 
the a im of designating it as a moral, rather than a performance, virtue by 
(a) moralising its content undu ly and (b) giving it a meta-vi rtuous directive 
role that is already occupied in Aristo tle's system by plironesis. Yet Han's arti­
cle serves as a forceful reminder that if we assume a common understanding 
of the concept of purpose as relating to something valuable beyond the self, 
this understand ing puts a strain on both the proverbial moral-versus-non­
moral and instrumental-versus- intrinsic djchotomies. 

The quest for (personal, individual) meaning and purpose is very much a 
20th century concern, motivated by approaches such as existentialism in phi­
losophy, attributivism in psychology and a focus on self-concept and self-efficacy 
in education. Such approaches tend to share an ontological commitment to 
what can be called hard anti-self realism: the view that personal se!fhood is 
noth ing but personal selfco11cept - the set of beliefs or attitudes one harbours 
about oneself (critiqued in Kristjansson, 2010). This view may seem al ien 
to older approaches, not least ancient ones. Yet Aristotle anticipated some 
of those concerns by assmnjng that in order to lead the blessed life of a 111eg­
alopsyd1os, one needs not only to be worthy of great things but also to tlti11k 
oneself worthy of them (1985, pp. 97- 104 [1123a33- 1125a35]). Hence, while 
remaining a (soft) self- real ist, Aristotle incorporated part of self-concept in 
his very specification of selfhood. Also part of Aristotle's stock- in- trade is 
the assumption that the pltronimos needs to have at her clisposal a clear theory 
of the telos (purpose) of human life, which will include her own telos as an 
individual. The implication that a person's eudai111011ia cannot be adequately 
judged independently of the agent's own understanding, and that she can 
'do well in life' only by living in accordance with her own understandjng 
of 'doing well', thus introduces an element of irreducible subjectivity into 
Aristotelian theory (Segvic, 2009, pp. 166- 169). All that said, while it is not 
outlandish to add the demand for a sense of personal mea,ung and purpose 



to a theory of Aristotelian flourishing, my considerations motivating this 
purported precondit ion of flour ishing are very much informed by modern 
sensibilities and must be seen therefore as an extension, rather than a reinter­
pretation, of Aristotelian flourishing. 

In many contexts, the concepts of meaning and purpose can be used 
interchangeably, as I do mostly in this section. However, Damon provides a 
helpful clarification of the subtle d ifference between them when he specifies 
purpose as 'a stable and generalized intention to accomplish something that 
is at the same time meaningful to the self and consequential for the world 
beyond the self' (2008, p. 33). This means that purpose is always directed 
at a specific, specifiable end, which may or may not be constituted by the 
means towards it, whereas meaning is more loosely directed at any signifi­
cant activities. Hence, every 'purpose' includes 'meaning', but not vice versa. 
Some researchers seem to be interested in 'meaning' only in the sense of 
'higher' or 'ultimate' meaning, even equating that with 'meaning' per se (see e.g. 
Flanagan, 2007). However, that is an unhelpful restriction of the concept, not 
least in so far as it is applied to young people. 

Philosophical accounts of meaning abound. I will briefly mention one 
here, a simple and often-cited characterisation by Susan Wolf according to 

which meaning arises when 'subjective attraction meets objective attractive­
ness' in an inexorable bond (2000, p. 9). This definition of meaning as 'fitting 
fulfilment' helps fend off cases that we would hesitate to ascribe meaning to, 
both of apparently important actions performed with boredom, al ienation or 
listlessness, and of subjectively valued but objectively worthless activities such 
as someone deriving satisfaction from drinking saucers of mud. Wolf makes 
the correct conceptual point that the objective worth underlying meaning 
need not be mora l worth; her normative claim that non- moral meaning often 
can and should trump moral meaning is more contestable, on the other hand, 
and is indeed taken to task by one of the commentators in her book (2000, 
pp. 90- 91). More recent efforts do not seem to be improvements, however. 
For example, Metz's (2013) preferred characterisation, according to which 
meaning in life ' is a matter of positively orientating one's and others' rational 
nature towards fundamental objects' (p. 239), smacks of a tendency to replace 
ordinary meaning w ith a focus on superior, idealised instances. 

Given the nature of the meaning concept, there is reason to favour an 
approach such as that of Wolf's of highlighting the basic concept, according 
to which the concept requ ires only - in the 'saris concept' sense explained 
in Chapter I - a combination of some subjective attraction and objective 
attractiveness . This explains why meaning is rightly seen as a necessary but 
not a sufficient condition of flourish ing (see e.g. White, 2011, p. 109; kudos 
to him for driving this point forcefully home). A young firefighter who loses 
her life in rescu ing a child from a burning house is a paradigmatic example of 
someone engaging in a meaningful activity; and it would be unfair to refuse 
to call her life, however short, meaningfu l. Yet if we characterise her life, 



given up at an early age, as flourishing overall, we are - as Aristotle would put 
it - 'speaking nonsense'. The lower demandingness of meaning also explains 
why the lives of young children can typically be seen as over-saturated with 
meaning. In every simple game they play, subjective attraction and objective 
attractiveness seem to meet admirably. 

Unhappily, however, this simple fact about children is not always reflected 
in their work when they enter school. It is almost a truism that for many 
students, school work fails to become a flourishjng- instant iating activity 
simply because it does not carry meaning for them. Instead, they become 
ensnared by anxiety, emptiness or apathy. Notably, th is condition does not 
seem confined to low-ranking countries in international league tables for 
grade attajnment. For example, Kwon's careful ethnographic study of high­
school classrooms in South Korea - a country that usually occupies one of 
the top spots in PISA comparisons - revealed high levels of disaffe-ction and 
disengagement, as well as a school ethos permeated by an oppressive mil itant 
culture (Kwon, Kristj:insson & Walker, 2017). 

W illiam Damon is the preeminent current scholar on meaning and pur­
pose in classroom contexts. Bent on identi fying di fferences between stu­
dents who are flourish ing and those who are floundering, Damon (2008) 
and his colleagues surveyed over twelve hundred young people between the 
ages of 12 and 26, interviewing a quarter of them in depth . The findings 
(2008, p. 60) revealed that only 20% of the interviewees were fully p11rposef1.1/. 
Approximately 25% were dreamers, with purposeful aspirations but little effort 
to act upon them; about 30% were dabblers, who had tried to imbue their 
school work and life with meaning in various ways but without ever find­
ing their n iche; and 25% were disengaged, showing virmally no purpose or 
meaning-searching aspirations. 

In a 2009 BBC film (to which Dr Karen Bohlin directed my attention) 
called A11 Ed11catio11, sixteen-year old Jenny Mellor explains to the headmis­
t ress at her prestigious boardjng school why she is leaving school to marry a 
su itor twice her age. She says she has found school boring: 'It's not enough 
to educate us any more, Mrs. Walters. You've got to tell us 111/,y you're doing 
it'. Insensitive to thjs call, the headmistress simply repeats platitudes about 
studying being 'of course hard and boring', but still worth doing for the ben­
efits: an object lesson in how modern teachers should 1101 respond to students' 
call for a justification of meaning. However, the question still remains what 
the ideal role of the teacher should be in helping students satisfy th is relevant 
precondition of flourishing at school. More specific questions beckon now­
adays about how teachers can best prepare students for li fe in a 'post-work 
world ' in which most menial jobs will have been taken over by robots and the 
majority of people need to look for purpose in non-work-related activities 
(Harari, 2017). 

Damon thinks that the main drawback on the teacher's role here may be 
that the 'phenomenon of purposelessness is not widely enough rncognized 



by those to whom young people look for guidance' (2008, p. 21), with ques­
tions about meaning and purpose being systematically squeezed our of the 
school day (2008, p. 111). A more cynical view would be that teachers often 
cannot help students find meaning in school work because what is being 
studied actually does not have objective worth: say, cram.ming for exams. 
Part of the problem may also be that teachers often feel uncomfortable and 
lacking in confidence when talk ing to students about personal values and 
ways of meaning-making (Formby & Wolstenholme, 2012). It does not 
help either that educational research on how to make classroom experiences 
meaningful is scarce, and the little of it that exists indicates that subjective 
meaning often does not align well to objective meaning in classroom con­
texts (Reber, 2018). 

Damon provides a long list of suggestions for teachers, ranging from plac­
ing the 'Why' - question explicitly at the front of every school subject to 
bringing in exemplary figures, potential role models, to spark interest (2008, 
pp. 149, 173). To end on a positive note, Bundick (2011) reports on the 
significant impact of an apparently simple intervention of a one- time inter­
view with students about purpose, leading on average to benefits for the 
goal-di rected component of purpose n ine months later. If the conceptual 
requi rements of meaning are as undemanding as suggested above, it may be 
that helping students find meaning in school work is not as daunting a task 
as some teachers seem to think it is. However, as repeatedly h ighlighted 
already, finding school work meaningful is not tantamount to being a flour­
ish ing student. It is just a first step. 

Paterna.lism and elitism? 

If we accept the political implications of Nussbaum's take on Aristo telian 
flourishing, briefly mentioned and endorsed ea rlier in this chapter, those will 
be far- reaching. Instead of state neutral ity on major issues, the job of the 
state's governing bodies becomes 'broad and deep' (1990, p. 214). This is 
because judgements about how a country is doing, and how well its gov­
ernment is performing, will depend to a great extent on how its citizens are 
(made) able to function in central human ways. The chief aim of the state 
thus becomes distributing to individuals the conditions under which a flour­
ishing human life can be chosen and lived: to move each and every person 
across a threshold of capability into circumstances where the necessary pre­
conditions of flourishing have been satisfied. 

These political implications open up cans of worms, however. Is the danger 
not, then, that state technocrats will start to impose 'their own defin ition of 
the good life onto " the man and woman in the street" '' (Evans, 2018, p. 25). 
What about the standard libera l motto that ' the care of souls cannot belong 
to the civil magistrate' (Locke, 2016, p. 129; written in 1689)? It remains to 
say something here about two major politically motivated criticisms to which 



e11dai111011ic accounts in general, as well as their more specific educational incar­
nations, are typically subjected, namely that they are patemalistic and elitist (see 
e.g. Noddings, 2003; Siegel, 2015). To start with the first criticism, 'pater­
nalism' can mean a number of different things, and different versions of it are 
varyingly difficult to counter. It is fairly easy to dismiss claims along the lines 
that parents do not want schools to convey a substantive conception of the 
good life to their children. Repeated surveys show that parents want schools 
to cater to the needs of the good life of 'whole child', not just the child qua 
learner, and even if they did not want that, there is simply no logical alter­
native to schools 'imposing' a conception of well-being on students before 
they become mature enough to decide upon one for themselves, because 
their characters cannot be held in a limbo until adolescence (see further in 
Kristj:insson , 2015, chap. 2). For example, through their everyday reactions, 
teachers constantly enact and express certain conceptions of well-being that 
serve as examples to students. A whole-school decision to focus exclusively 
on exam preparation represents nothing less than a certain conception of 
what it means for a student to achieve well-being (MacAlliste r, 2018). And 
even if a school deliberately decides co convey the message that no objectively 
true conception of the good life exjsts, that position represents a certajn con­
t roversial stance - which could then also be deemed paternalistic. 

Opting for some answer or another to the question what student well-being 
consists in is thus inescapable; if it is not Aristotelian flourishing, then it is 
some other contestable conception of well-being, because instantiations of 
well-being or ill- being are the form that human life takes, and no substance 
can opt out of its form, on the Aristotelian picture, except by deciding not 
to exist (cf Rabbas, 2015). Education is, as Aristotle would have reminded 
us, a form of political activity (Machura, 2018). There is no way out of this 
predicament, and Brighouse (who is far from being an anti-liberal paternal­
ist) goes as far as claiming that schools are failing in their duties if they do 
not draw, in their work, upon the most reliable scientific information about 
student flourishing (2006, p. 52). 

Slightly more complex versions of the paternalistic objection concern 
the way in whjch theoretical conceptions of flourishing are often designed: 
namely, cop-down from academic cowers rather than bottom-up from the 
public , and also the limited extent to which a e11dai111011ic conception of well­
being can be sensitive co individual di fferences. It so happens that Aristotel ian 
flourishing, upon which my theory in th is book draws and expands, has 
unique resources to rebut both those criticisms. The Aristotelian method 
of deriving the criteria of flourishing is based upon a reflective equilibrium 
between the views of the 'many' and those of the 'wise' (Flanagan, 2007, 
p. 121; cf. Ari~cocle 1985, p. 173 [1145bl- 7]). A view that flouted lay conceptions 
of what flourishing comprises would, from Aristotle's perspective, be a non­
starter. Furthermore, Aristotelian flourishing is singularly well equipped to 
cackle well-being pluralism (with respect to individual differences), as distinct 



from well-being subjectivism, through Aristotle's insistence chat virtue, and 
hence flourishing, is relative co individual consticucion. The golden mean of 
vircue is 'not the same for everyone' and 'in the object', but rather is 'relative 
to us'. For instance, a diet conducive co flourishing for me is not the same for 
Milo, the athlete (1985, pp. 42- 43 [1106a26- b7J). I mentioned chis feature 
of Aristotelian theory in Chapter 1, and it links well co the insights of what 
Mautner calls the contemporary ' liberalism of flourishing', harking back co 
Mill, chat human flourishing is always unique co a particular person and chat 
no instantiations of human flourishing are the same (Mautner, 2018, p. 60). 
Alleging chat chis approach co flourishing is essent ially paternalistic is simply 
'baseless' (2018, p. 3). 

None of what I have sa id so far excludes the possibility chat a conception 
of Aristotelian flourishing can. be caught by a state, a school or a teacher in 
ways chat are paternalistic and even infancilising. I agree co a certain extent 
with Evans's (2018) contention chat a policies of well-being can be potentially 
illiberal, scientist, simplistic or just plain patronising. Many ofche same con­
siderations chat Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel (2018b) helpfu lly invoke in 
their discussion of the appropriate parental attitude cowards children's future 
flourishing w ill apply, 11111/atis 111111a11dis, co schools and teachers. Young peo­
ple's autonomy muse be respected, and the attitude cowards their future flour­
ishing should be one of'ulcimace hope' rather than narrowly pre-determined 
expectations. What I wane to drive home here is chat focusing overtly on 
student flourishing 11eed not, in principle, involve paternalistic attitudes or 
homiletic interventions. As the sceptic Evans (2018) himself acknowledges, 
an Aristotelian focus on phrouesis development is simply not compatible with 
such accicudes and interventions. There is thus nothing in the nature of mak­
ing student flourishing the explicit aim of schooling chat renders it essentially 
paternalistic or indoctrinating. The devil lies in the details of the execution, 
rather than in the aim as such (cf also Hand, 2018, for some helpful general 
advice on how co avoid indoctrination, although he is not a flourishing the­
orist and has a much more restrictive view than I do on what education in 
values may legitimately involve). 

Aristotelian flourishing is certainly elitist in a certain sense, by presuppos­
ing that a flourishing life is available only to a given select group of people, 
if we take on board Aristotle's view on the nacure of women, slaves and 
manual workers. However, those are typically disposed of rather quickly 
as empirical anomalies in contemporary versions of Aristotelian flourish­
ing, so little may seem co remain of this objection. Yet if we assume that 
an account of well- being is elitist if it in fact excludes certain people from 
attaining flourishing, then Aristotelian flourishing is certain ly elitist in at 
least two distinct ways. It acknowledges that the winds of misforcune, as 
well as our own misdemeanours, will exclude many of us from leading 
flourishing lives, and it also presupposes that lives are amenable to differ­
ential qualitative evaluations in virtue of their respective attainments of the 



criteria of flourishing. These may appear to some readers as rather innocuous 
representations of elitism, but they may, nevertheless, suffice to render any 
vers ion of Aristotelian flourishing unpalatable to followers of some moral 
paradigms, such as, for example, hard- core !Gntians. I return to the charge 
of elitism in a d ifferent context in Chapter 4. 

In sum, neither the paternalistic nor the elitist objections are fatal to an 
Aristotle- inspired theory of human flourishing, but responses to them do 
involve concessions that will not be to everybody's liking. If they did not 
repel anyone, the distinctiveness of Aristotelian flourishing would probably 
be lost in any case; we would end up with the 'blandness' that White warned 
against i f we adopt too bloated a conception of flourishing. That said, it is not 
entirely clear whether the modern educational flourishing advocates such as 
White, Brighouse, de Ruyter and Wolbert do share the Aristotelian stance 
towards elitism. What is clear, at any rate, is that none of them believes that 
every student will somehow automatically achieve flourishing, irrespective 
of educational interventions and their own efforts. In that sense, flourishing 
as an ideal aim of education remains a tall order. 

An ideal or a non-idea.I theory of flourishing? 

Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel (2018a) have recently written an intrigu­
ing article exploring what kin.d of theory on education a flourishing theory 
should be - and critiquing (many) current theories for not falling into the 
most serviceable category (see also Wolbert, 2018). The issues raised by these 
three authors merit a discussion at the end of th is chapter on theories of 
flourish ing in education. To cut a long story short, I do share some of the 
sensibilities motivating their argument, but I also consider the fundamental 
distinction they wish to make in thei r article to be undercut by its lack of 
conceptual clar ity. 

Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel distinguish between ideal and non- ideal 
theories of flourishing and argue that because of the ideal nature of most, 
if not all, of the theories that I have canvassed in th is chapter - including 
possibly my own - they fail to impact educational discourse and practice in 
the way they should. Ifby 'ideal' they simply meant '(too) abstract', I would 
second thei r underlying assumption whole-heartedly. I argued in Chapter 1 
and have done so in more detail elsewhere (see e.g. Kristjansson, 2013; 2018) 
that when trading in issues such as psychological well- being and educational 
practice, theorists need to stick their heads above the philosophical parapet 
and be unafraid to engage with messy empirical realities. By all means, let 
us avoid the poker face of academic philosophy here. However, the claim 
that the three flourishing theorists make is more specific than simply being 
about the gap between abstract theory and concrete practice. It has to do 
with certain conceptual isations in the flourish ing discourse that foreground 
idealisations of actual school/classroom/student situations. 



Again, my geueral sympathies lies with the three authors. One of the most 
frustrating features of Aristotle's moral and developmental psychology is how, 
even though he wants to distance himself from Plato's ivory- rower idealisa­
tions, he reta ins his master's habit of defining concepts with respect to thei r 
most fully realised instances. For example, he focuses on the pliron.imos (the 
fully virtuous person with ironclad t raits of character) as the end- product of 
successful character education, whi le acknowledging that, in actual fact at 
any given time, most people find themselves somewhere between the levels 
of incontinence (moral awareness bur lack of self-control) and continence 
(self-control) (1985, p. 190 [1150a15]) Nor only that, bur when Aristotle talks 
about those who have reached the level of the pliron.imos, he describes peo­
ple who are fully virtuous rather than 'virtuous enough' (in the 'saris con­
cept' sense). Aristotelian philosopher Howard Curzer (2017) has mounted a 
powerful critique of idealisations in virtue ethics, including those offered by 
Aristotle himself, for being epistemologically, ontologically, normatively and 
motivationally problematic. I endorse every word in Curzer's critique, and I 
am sure that Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel would, too. 

Again, however, the targets of Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel's (2018a) 
critique are more specific and more unique to the flourishing discourse. Their 
claim is that most current flourishing theories in education are ideal in the sense 
of trading in idea]i.<;ations of students, teachers, schools and their situations, 
rather than 11011-ideal in the sense of referring to the actual situations and offer­
ing action-guiding, policy- relevant advice on how to transition from the ideal 
to the practical. A distinction can be made here between 'utopian idea]i.<;ation' 
and 'realistic idealism' (Wolbert, 2018, pp. 10- 11). Plato's theory of education 
and Ari.~totle's theory of the flourishing of the ideal p/,ronimos would presumably 
count as examples of the former. Examples of the latter are given by referring to 
the theories ofWhite, Brighouse and de Ruyter (in her earlier work). Those offer 
realistic ideals or blueprints of flourishing schools and students, bur they do not 
involve 'full integration' of the theoretical into the practical because the theory 
is nor 'constructed aro1111d the actual' (Wolbert, de Ruyter & Schinkel, 2018a). 

At first sight, th is criticism seems to be misplaced in the case of someone 
like John White, whose (2011) book very much reads like a practical guide on 
how to implement a flourishing agenda in actual UK state schools. However, 
even in the case of White, the remaining worry expressed by the three 
authors is that his advice is built around the assumption that 'if the min imal 
criteria (e.g. White's "basic needs") are mer, then children can be equipped 
for flourishing in such and such a way', rather than addressing head- on the 
(moral-cum-political) question of how those minimal criteria can be met in 
the real world of today's Britain. 

There is some ambiguity in the article by the three authors about whether 
my own (at that time) under-developed theory of flourish ing in education 
(from an article predating this book) is to be tarred with the same brush as 
White's. On the one hand, by distinguishing, as I did earlier in this chapter, 



between preconclitions and constituents of flourishing, I anticipate being liable, 
like White, to the charge of taking for granted that the preconditions can be 
satisfied and spending most of my efforts on the potential cultivation of the 
constituents, especially the vi rtues. On the other hand, the authors rake my 
thoughts about the political role of the teacher as an agent of social change 
as representative of an agenda that is all too often missing in the flourishing 
discourse because of the narrowly ideal, theoretical nature of this discourse. 

The ambiguity about my 'theory' arguably belies a certa in lack of concep­
tual clarity in their article about the precise distinction between a theory that 
is 'realistically ideal' and one that is 'non- ideal'. The former term is a bit of an 
oxymoron, in any case. I am not sure how a theory can be 'realistically ideal' 
without offering some translation of the ideal into the actual. Looking at this 
from the opposite d irection, a non- ideal theory of flourishing presumably 
needs to draw on theoretical insights in order to count as a theory in the first 
place, rather than just an accumulation of helpful empirical observations. If 
I were to offer a detailed critique of White's (2011) book, I would probably 
complain about its being too practical in places and not elaborating suffi ­
ciently on its philosophical underpinnings. At all events, if a theory of flour­
ishing does not count as 'non- ideal ' unless it takes a stand on every possible 
socio- political issue that needs to be put in order before educational reform 
can be successfully implemented, this seems to amount to a new demand for 
idealisation: the idealisation of the non- ideal - one more oxymoron. 

There is a lot more to be said about the thought-provoking distinctions 
made in the article by Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel (2018a). However, I 
cannot shake the impression that it is bedevilled by a deep ambiguity about 
the boundary between the 'realistically ideal ' and the 'non- ideal '. A simpler 
and more unambiguous stance on many of the same issues is on offer in Ruth 
Cigman's recent book (2018). Although that book is not expl icitly about flour­
ishing, but addresses the (arguably related) concept of'cherishing' (a mode of 
human connection and commitment, to be practised and cultivated at school), 
Cigman's engaging text takes no prisoners, and she exercises, with considerable 
gusto, the philosophical prerogative to act as the curmudgeonly controversial ­
ist. Her main target is, like that of Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel (2018a), 
certain idealisations in educational discourse, characterised by what she calls 
'unpopulated philosophy' and bypassing 'inclividual dramas' (Cigman, 2018, 
Introduction). What she is particularly focusing on are under-explored sce­
narios and brief examples of stock characters used to illustrate conceptual and 
educational points (as I go on to do, for example, in Chapter 3). 

As in the case of Wolbert and her colleagues, I do have sympath ies with 
the general suspicion of under- developed educational idealisations. But the 
way Cigman frames her criticism of'unpopulated ' scenarios is so sweeping in 
compass that it seems to target a whole distingu ished tradition of argumen­
tation in philosophy, based on the W ittgensteinian assumption that there are 
clouds of philosophy within each drop of grammar, and that even truncated 



snapshots of situations and characters can reveal relevant disti nctions that 
may otherwise be missed. What is the alternative? Cigman seems to favour 
th icker, more engaged descriptions derived from great works ofliterature, for 
example. However, we must be mindful ofBorges's famous point that a tru ly 
complete map of a place is nothing less than a replica of the place itself, and 
even detailed character descriptions from Tolstoy and others of his ilk will 
always remain under-determined to a certain extent. 

I strongly recommend Cigman's book and the critique by the three authors 
of idealisations in the flourishing discourse as important food for thought. 
However, I have decided to end this chapter by looking, so to speak, at the 
other side of the coin. If we understand the concerns expressed by Wolbert, 
de Ruyter and Schinkel (2018a) to be most directly about the lack of overt 
political and policy- driven agendas in the flour ishing d iscourse, there may 
actually be a simpler reason than they suggest for the relative absence of 
those topics from the literature, and that reason has to do with authors being 
too practical rather than too idealistic. If I had a couple of hours to spend on 
enhancing flourish ing in school contexts, I would much rather spend them 
with a group of secondary- school students in a classroom, discussing the 
implications of Dostoyevsky's 'The Dream of a R idiculous Man', than on 
giving a talk to civil servants or politicians. Evelyn Waugh's idea of hell was 
being tied down in a jungle clearing, forced to listen to the collected works 
of Charles Dickens being read over and over to him. My idea of hell would 
probably be giving a talk about flourish ing at a parry- pol itical conference. 

The lack of a 'realistic, policy-driven' agenda, in the flourishing discourse 
on how to change schooling, may thus be due to the practical orientation of 
many of the agents in that discourse, who are more used to offering down- to­
earth advice to individual schools and teachers than to suggesting blueprints 
for the overhaul of societal structures. This orientation is not just a political 
cop-our. Unlike Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel, I admire White's work 
on flourishing for the bold imaginative leaps it takes in an idealistic d irection 
by proposing the djsbandjng of school subjects and the complete rethinking 
of school curricula (although my own 'idealism' would be less radical than 
his) . Idealism in the flourishing discourse should not be ruled our of court. 
In general , I th ink we need more, not fewer, idealists in education - and in 
Chapter 7, I go on to argue that one way to learn about flourishing is to t ry 
to model ourselves on exemplary ideals of a flourishing life, as d istinct from 
emulating individuals who are flourishing in exemplary ways. 

Food for thought for practitioners 

1 Does the invocation of a flourishing agenda in schools require the tearing 
up of school subjects, as John White thinks, or would less radical meas­
ures suffice? If the latter, what would those measures involve, in practical 
terms? 



2 Do you agree with Alasdair MacIntyre that teachers, representing the 
interests of students worldwide, have a moral dury to act as agents of 
socio-political change? Or is Elizabeth Campbell right that this role lies 
outside the responsibilities of the teacher? Is there any tenable middle-ground 
position here' 

3 Would you expect research in rhe country in which you are work_jng ro 
reveal the same disconcerting findings as Damon's research in the USA: 
char only 20% of young people are 'fully purposeful'? Whar would be 
the best way ro find rhis our, methodologically' And if rhe findings are 
as bleak, what can be done ro remedy rhe siruarion? 

4 How might rhe idea of flourishing as the ideal aim of education be imple­
mented in schools in ways that are paternal istic and indoctrinating' Can 
such 'ways' be avoided, or is there something in the nature of rhis ideal 
that makes it liable to paternalistic interventions' 

5 Are the theories of flourishing in education described in this chapter too 
idealistic for thei r own good? Should we, rather, aim ar non- ideal theo­
ries of flourishing, and ifso, what would such theories look like? 
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