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What is the Good Life? 

M.B. 

In William Heard Kilpatrick's 
"Phi,losophy of Education" ( 1951) , 
there is a chapter on "The Life 
Good to Live". He used this title 
rather than "The Good Life" be
cause he believes that while moral
ity has "a clear and proper place 
in the good life," "it is no defini
tion of 'the good life' in its full 
meaning." "The good life a it 
is here discussed," Kilpatrick goes 
on to say, "is the life good to live, 
good for living purposes, a life 
that answers well to the variou 
content demands of actual living, 
qualitatively considered." Merely 
to live, according to Seneca, is not 
to live well. Kilpatrick quote 
Philip James Bailey's well-known 
poem: 

"We live in deeds, not yea1·s; 
in thoughts, not breaths; 

In feeling, not figu?·.es on a dial. 
We sho1tld count time by heart 

throbs. He lives most 
Who thinks most-feels the nob

lest-acts the best." 
The author then proceeds to 

enumerate five psychological bases 
of values. These are the ati -
factions that constitute the good 
life. They result from the organ
ism's efforts to meet wants: 

1. The satisfaction of getting 
and enjoying what we want, with 
the added fact that the stronger 
the want is felt, the greater is the 
resulting satisfaction. Briefly 
this is called the satisfaction of 
wants. 

2. The satisfaction from effort, 
from devising and using means in 
the pursuit of a de ired end or 
aim. In the first type of satisfac
tion, the end is important. In this 
second satisfaction, the means is 
alient. "The more we are inter

e ted in the end or aim, the more 
will we be interested in the means 
to attain that end." Many people 
hold that the satisfactions derived 
from effort (the means) are both 
gr ater and nobler than the satis
faction of mere wants. Shake
speare says so well in "The Mer
chant of Venice": 

"All things that are 
Are with more spirit chased 

than enjoyed." 

The "pursuit" of happiness is 
perhaps as great a source of satis
faction as attaining happiness it
self. William James is quoted by 
Kilpatrick to re-enforce the same 
idea: 

"Wherever a process of life 
communicates an eagerness to him 
who lives it, there the life becomes 
genuinely significant. Sometime 
the eagerness is more knot up with 
the motor activities, sometimes 
with the perceptions, sometimes 
with the imagination, sometimes 
with reflective thought. But, 
whereever it is found, there is the 
zest, the tingle, the excitement of 
reality; and there is 'importance' 
in the only real and positive sense 
in which importance ever any
where can be." 
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One chief factor in the joy of 
-effort is the presence of the self 
as a cause. The ch i·ld is stirred 
by hearing a horn toot; but he is 
vast:y more stirred if he toots the 
horn himself. "Pleasure at being 
a cause" is a great source of satis
faction. 

3. When an enterprise grows 
under effort, additional satisfac
tion is produced . Dewey says, 
"The emotional accompaniment of 
the progressive growth of a course 
of action, a continual movement 
of expansion and achievement is 
l1appiness." 

4. Variety increa es satisfac
tion . "Change to something new 
is thus welcome, especia lly if the 
new is satisfying on its own ac
count. It is further true that va
riety offers new sources of possi
bility." 

5. The satisfaction from living 
up to one' ovm personally-held 
standards. This is ynonymous 
with such expressions as "living 
up to one's ideals," "doing one's 
best," "obeying conscience." Sa ·s 
Muirhead in his Ethics: "An ar
tisan or an artist or a writer who 
does not do his best is not only an 
inferior workman but a bad man." 
(What can we say of a teacher who 
does not do his best?) "The finer 
the character of an individual the 
su rer and finer will be the quality 
of his satisfaction from living up 
to his standards ; and the greater 
the proportion of such individuals, 
the higher the civilization." The 
quality of civilization attained by 
any people is determined to a large 
degree by the extent to which it 
pos esses the highest feasible 
standards and the kind of deter
mination the people have to live 
up to these standards. 

Kilpatrick then proceeds to state 
what constitutes the good life. He 
mentions the following : 

1. Physical health . It appears 
that there are two views with re
spect to t he importance of health. 
Spencer considers the preserva
tion of health a the first and high
est on his list of educational val
ues. Aristotle, on the other hand, 
considered the body subordinate to 
the soul. "The body exists to real
ize, make possible and actual, the 
mind or oul. " This apparent con
flict of ideas seems to be easily 
re~olved, according to Kilpatrick, 
by the position: "seek physical 
health and vigor as a llows the 
other constituents of the good life 
their best chance to come into 
vigorous being. Bodily appetites 
thus wo uld not be allowed to as
sert themselves to the hurt of 
other and higher values." 

2. Mental wholeness, the wel1-
adj usted personality. "If man is 
to live effectively and enjoy the 
good life, his internal arrange
ments, his attitudes and habits, 
must be in good mut ual adjust
ment." "Both emotion and habit 
must always be ready to obey 
one's reason." One of the most 
important tasks of the school is to 
secure the best po~sible adjust
ments in the lives of learners. 

3. Satisfying personal relation
ships. "Not to get on pleasantly 
with other members of the •family, 
not to be acceptable to other chil
dren, not to find congenial com
panionship among one's fel.lows in 
school or college or business, not 
to be happy in marriage- these 
are the more usual instances 
known among us of unsatisfying 
personal relatior.s ." 

4. The chance to choose as a re
sponsible self. The difference be
tween man and animals is man's 
ability to choose. "Not to learn 
to choose thoughtfully and respon
sibly is to be enslaved to ineffec
tiveness, to be unfitted for decent 
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decent living either as an indi
vidual or in the group. "The self 
by what it learns from successive 
choices is continually rebuilding 
and enriching itself and its liv
ing." Training learners for criti
cal and responsible choosing be
comes a good rule for good teach
ing. 

5. Meaningful work. "There is 
no fun like work." If an individ
ual is gripped by worthwhile 
work, by devising or using means 
to an end that is truly desired, 
there is immense satisfaction re
sulting therefrom. Work that is 
a drudgery, that gives no feeling 
of justification to the worker is 
effort without heart, without in
terest. "Blessed is he who has 
found his work; let him ask no 
other blessedness." 

6. The chance to create. "To 
feel one's self actually creating is 
one of the highest and keenest 
joys. Few other possibilities of 
life seem so satisfying." In the 
act of creating, one "forgets him
self in what he is doing, can iden
tify himself without something 
that in the truest sense is his 
own." 

7. "Leading on." This means 
the possibility of one opening 
"new vistas, new possibilities to 
follow up, with possibly a new 
disposition to realize the new in
sights." Says Wordsworth: 

"Effort, and expectation, and 
desire, 

A:; :1 something ever about to 
be." 

This principle states the end and 
aim of all moral behavior and 
even of living and civilization it
self: "to find and embody in in
stitutional life and its supporting 
those ways of behaving which 
open up new possibilities in both 
content and richness in life, which 
lead on so consistently and so 

widely as to promise increasing
good life to all." 

8. Range of interests. Bacon 
said, "The more good things we 
are interested in, the more ardent
ly we live." This is not the same, 
however, as dispersing of inter
ests. This means the desirability 
of concentrating interest, thought, 
and effort upon certain activity, 
without losing a broad familiarity 
with the wider aspects of life. The 
quality of living is hurt by re
stricting one's interest to a very 
narrow sphere. Herein comes the 
possibilities of what is generally 
called "general education". 

9. The esthetic. "Art can and 
does elevate life, give it richness. 
in high degree." Whitehead is 
quoted as saying: "Great art is. 
the arrangement of the environ
ment so as to provide for the soul 
vivid, but transient values. But 
great art is more than a transient 
refreshment. It is something
which adds to the permanent 
riches of the soul's self-attainment. 
It transforms the soul into the 
permanent realization of values. 
extending beyond its former self." 

10. Music. "Music, the greatest 
good that mortals know, and all 
of heaven we have below." 

11. An adequate social life pro
cess. The individual is inherently 
dependent on his social environ
ment and his relations with it. 
The modern individual will live 
but a poor and thwarted life un
less his surrounding society fur
nishes him both stimulating clim
ate and institutions to call out his 
finer and better possibilties, and 
meanwhile protect him in this bet
ter and finer life. Civilization is 
well developed if it achieves these: 
it enables aggregate institutional 
arrangements to call out, make 
possible, and protect the good life; 
it educates the members of society 
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to upply the neces ary conditions 
for the good life. 

12. Religion. How does religion 
play in life as we know it? "Reli
gion is the spirit with which one 
holds one's supreme value - the 
value in terms of which one values 
all else- plus the outworking of 
this attitude appropriately in life." 
"Religion is a unifying of one's 
elf and one's life on the basi of 
orne supreme and inclusive out

look and con equent program of 
action ." "Life on any large scale 
fac€3 inherent uncertainty, with 

the development of event always 
precarious. In many situation 
the decisive factor is the degree of 
intelligent effort. This, then, is 
the place and function of fa ith, 
that a man may see clearly what 
basis there is for hope and by his 
resolve will make the most of that 
hope through determined efforts. 
Such a faith furnishes an effective 
attitude for one' efforts. Some 
inclusive philo ophy of life to give 
the needed faith to life a a whole; 
and that thi kind of faith be
comes thus a nece sary part of 
any adequate religion." 
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