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Lots of discussions of ethics focus on especially hard moral choices. 
Those are an important part of life; but much of life does not consist in 

making very dramatic choices. 

Today our focus is not on these kinds of choices. Instead we are going 
to focus on a broader question: what is the best kind of life to lead? 

What kind of life should you want to lead?

This is a question which should seem pressing to all of you. It is, to 
some degree at least, up to you what kind of life you are going to lead. 

You should think about what kind of life would be best.
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It is easy to come up with a list of things that you think that a 
good life would include. Suppose that you think that a good life 
would include friends, a good job, and a loyal pet. A very natural 

next question is: why are those things part of a good life? 

It is overwhelmingly plausible that this question should have 
some answer. If you asked someone why they thought that a 

good life should include a good job, it would be bizarre if they 
said that this fact simply had no explanation at all. 

Our central question is: what determines what things get on the list to 
be part of a good life?

An obvious first answer is one we have already encountered. 
This is the view that the things that get on the list are the things 

that bring me pleasure. This is hedonism about well-being.
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be part of a good life?

An obvious first answer is one we have already encountered. This is the 
view that the things that get on the list are the things that bring me 

pleasure. This is hedonism about well-being.

Parfit distinguishes two different versions of hedonism, based on what 
they mean by “pleasure.”

According to narrow hedonism, pleasure is a certain specific identifiable 
sensation. The same is true of pain. According to narrow hedonism, the 
best life contains as much of the first sensation as possible, and as little 

of the second as possible.

The central problem for narrow hedonism is that there seems to be no 
such sensation. When one looks at various pleasures — eating 

chocolate, having a good conversation, watching a good movie, 
winning a game — there just does not seem to be any identifiable 

sensation in common between them.
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be part of a good life?

The central problem for narrow hedonism is that there seems to be no 
such sensation. When one looks at various pleasures — eating 

chocolate, having a good conversation, watching a good movie, 
winning a game — there just does not seem to be any identifiable 

sensation in common between them.

This can make the very ideas of pleasure and pain seem a little 
mysterious. The solution, Parfit thinks, is to just give up on the idea of 

pleasure as a specific identifiable sensation. Instead, it is better to think 
of pleasures as sensations that you like or desire to have.

This is the view of the preference hedonist: the best life contains as 
many sensations that you want as possible, and as few of the sensations 

you don’t want as possible.
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be part of a good life?of pleasures as sensations that you like or desire to have.

This is the view of the preference hedonist: the best life contains as 
many sensations that you want as possible, and as few of the sensations 

you don’t want as possible.

It is worth noting in passing one practical difficulty for the preference 
hedonist. This is what is sometimes called ‘the paradox of hedonism.’ 

The paradox is that if you aim directly for pleasure, you tend not to get 
it.

Suppose that you are playing a game with a friend. Imagine that, at 
every stage of the game, you focus on making the playing of the game 
as pleasurable as possible. Will this increase the pleasure you get from 

playing the game? It seems like just the opposite will happen.

This does not show that preference hedonism is false. But it does show 
that, if preference hedonism is true, one can’t have a good life by 

aiming at what makes a life good.
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be part of a good life?of pleasures as sensations that you like or desire to have.playing the game? It seems like just the opposite will happen.

This does not show that preference hedonism is false. But it does show 
that, if preference hedonism is true, one can’t have a good life by 

aiming at what makes a life good.

It is a commonplace that different people like different sensations. 
Given this, it follows from preference hedonism that what may be the 

best life for me is likely different than what may be the best life for you. 
I like the experience of eating anchovies; you may not. If not, then the 
best life for me may contain anchovy-eating experiences, while yours 

will not.

It is important to separate out two aspects of preference hedonism. The 
first is the role of experience: only your experiences matter for whether 
your life is good. The second is the role of desire: your desires about 

which experiences you want to have are what make certain experiences 
good or bad for your life.
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be part of a good life?of pleasures as sensations that you like or desire to have.playing the game? It seems like just the opposite will happen.will not.

It is important to separate out two aspects of preference hedonism. The 
first is the role of experience: only your experiences matter for whether 
your life is good. The second is the role of desire: your desires about 

which experiences you want to have are what make certain experiences 
good or bad for your life.

We have already seen reasons to question the preference hedonist’s 
focus on experiences. These are cases like Nozick’s experience 

machine, in which one’s experiences are disconnected in certain ways 
from reality.

Here’s an example to bring this out. 
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be part of a good life?of pleasures as sensations that you like or desire to have.playing the game? It seems like just the opposite will happen.will not.

Here’s an example to bring this out. 

Naomi is married with 
children, and has many 
friends. She loves her 
spouse, children, and 
friends, and they love 

her too.

Susan is married with children, and has 
many friends. She loves her spouse, 

children, and friends. But they do not love 
her. Her spouse has been having an affair 
for many years, and her children resent 
her. Her friends complain about her to 

each other. But her spouse, children, and 
friends conceal this from Susan; they act 
toward Susan just as they would have if 
they genuinely loved her. Susan never 

finds out that this is just an act.

Does Naomi have a better life than Susan? What does the preference 
hedonist say?
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be part of a good life?of pleasures as sensations that you like or desire to have.playing the game? It seems like just the opposite will happen.will not.

Does Naomi have a better life than Susan? What does the preference 
hedonist say?

Many people think that examples like this show that things other than 
your experiences can matter to whether your life goes well. But you still 
might think that your desires should play a big role in determining what 

would make your life go well. 

These two thoughts lead to what Parfit calls success theories. According 
to these theories, your life goes well in proportion to the degree to 

which your desires about your own life are satisfied. 

This can be thought of as a generalization of preference hedonism. 
Both give desire an important role. But while preference hedonism 
focuses only on desires about your experiences, success theories 

include all desires about your life.

Let’s assume that both Naomi and Susan desire that the people in their 
lives love them. Then, according to success theory, Naomi’s life has 

gone better, since more of her desires about her life are fulfilled.
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be part of a good life?of pleasures as sensations that you like or desire to have.playing the game? It seems like just the opposite will happen.will not.

Let’s assume that both Naomi and Susan desire that the people in their 
lives love them. Then, according to success theory, Naomi’s life has 

gone better, since more of her desires about her life are fulfilled.

As Parfit notices, it is a consequence of success theories that things 
which happen after your death can affect how good your life was. He 

gives the example of things that can happen to your children after you 
are dead:

WKDW� ,�JDYH�KLP�PDNHV�KLP�XQHPSOR\DEOH��DQRWKHU�KDV�D�PHQWDO�EUHDNGRZQ�
DQRWKHU�EHFRPHV�D�SHWW\� WKLHI�� ,I�P\�FKLOGUHQߞV� OLYHV� IDLO� LQ� WKHVH�ZD\V��DQG
WKHVH� IDLOXUHV�DUH� LQ�SDUW� WKH� UHVXOW�RI�PLVWDNHV� ,�PDGH�DV� WKHLU�SDUHQW�� WKHVH
IDLOXUHV�LQ�P\�FKLOGUHQߞV�OLYHV�ZRXOG�EH�MXGJHG�RQ�WKH�6XFFHVV�7KHRU\�WR�EH
EDG�IRU�PH��2QH�RI�P\�VWURQJHVW�GHVLUHV�ZDV�WR�EH�D�VXFFHVVIXO�SDUHQW��:KDW
LV�QRZ�KDSSHQLQJ�WR�P\�FKLOGUHQ��WKRXJK�LW�LV�XQNQRZQ�WR�PH��VKRZV�WKDW�WKLV
GHVLUH� LV� QRW� IXOILOOHG�� 0\� OLIH� IDLOHG� LQ� RQH� RI� WKH� ZD\V� LQ� ZKLFK� ,� PRVW
ZDQWHG� LW� WR� VXFFHHG��7KRXJK� ,�GR�QRW�NQRZ� WKLV� IDFW�� LW� LV�EDG� IRU�PH��DQG
PDNHV� LW� WUXH� WKDW� ,� KDYH� KDG� D� ZRUVH� OLIH�� 7KLV� LV� OLNH� WKH� FDVH� ZKHUH� ,
VWURQJO\�ZDQW�QRW�WR�EH�GHFHLYHG��(YHQ�LI�,�QHYHU�NQRZ��LW�LV�EDG�IRU�PH�ERWK�LI
,� DP�GHFHLYHG�DQG� LI� ,� WXUQ�RXW� WR�EH� DQ�XQVXFFHVVIXO�SDUHQW��7KHVH� DUH�QRW
LQWURVSHFWLYHO\�GLVFHUQLEOH�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�P\�FRQVFLRXV�OLIH��VR��RQ�3UHIHUHQFH�
+HGRQLVP��WKHVH�HYHQWV�DUH�QRW�EDG�IRU�PH��%XW�RQ�WKH�6XFFHVV�7KHRU\��WKH\
DUH�

&RQVLGHU�QH[W�WKH�GHVLUHV�WKDW�VRPH�SHRSOH�KDYH�DERXW�ZKDW�KDSSHQV�DIWHU
WKH\� DUH� GHDG��)RU� D�3UHIHUHQFH�+HGRQLVW�� RQFH� ,� DP�GHDG�� QRWKLQJ�EDG� FDQ
KDSSHQ�WR�PH��$�6XFFHVV�7KHRULVW�VKRXOG�GHQ\�WKLV��5HWXUQ�WR�WKH�FDVH�ZKHUH
DOO�P\�FKLOGUHQ�KDYH�ZUHWFKHG�OLYHV��EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�PLVWDNHV�,�PDGH�DV�WKHLU
SDUHQW��6XSSRVH�WKDW�P\�FKLOGUHQߞV�OLYHV�DOO�JR�EDGO\�RQO\�DIWHU�,�DP�GHDG��0\
OLIH�WXUQV�RXW�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�D�IDLOXUH��LQ�RQH�RI�WKH�ZD\V�,�FDUHG�DERXW�PRVW��$
6XFFHVV�7KHRULVW� VKRXOG�FODLP� WKDW��KHUH� WRR�� WKLV�PDNHV� LW� WUXH� WKDW� ,�KDG�D
ZRUVH�OLIH�

6RPH�6XFFHVV�7KHRULVWV�ZRXOG�UHMHFW�WKLV�FODLP��VLQFH�WKH\�WHOO�XV�WR�LJQRUH
WKH�GHVLUHV�RI�WKH�GHDG��%XW�VXSSRVH�WKDW�,�ZDV�DVNHGߝ��'R�\RX�ZDQW�\RX�LW�WR
EH�WUXH��HYHQ�DIWHU�\RX�DUH�GHDG��WKDW�\RX�ZHUH�D�VXFFHVVIXO�SDUHQW"ߞ�,�ZRXOG
DQVZHUߝ�<HVߞ��,W�LV�LUUHOHYDQW�WR�P\�GHVLUH�ZKHWKHU�LW�LV�IXOILOOHG�EHIRUH�RU�DIWHU
,�DP�GHDG��7KHVH�6XFFHVV�7KHRULVWV�FRXQW�LW�DV�EDG�IRU�PH�LI�P\�DWWHPSWV�IDLO�
HYHQ� LI�� EHFDXVH� ,� DP� DQ� H[LOH�� ,� QHYHU� NQRZ� WKLV�� +RZ� WKHQ� FDQ� LW�PDWWHU
ZKHWKHU�� ZKHQ� P\� DWWHPSWV� IDLO�� ,� DP� GHDG"� $OO� WKDW� P\� GHDWK� GRHV� LV� WR
HQVXUH�WKDW�,�ZLOO�QHYHU�NQRZ�WKLV��,I�ZH�WKLQN�LW�LUUHOHYDQW�WKDW�,�QHYHU�NQRZ
DERXW� WKH�QRQ�IXOILOPHQW�RI�P\�GHVLUHV��ZH�FDQQRW�GHIHQVLEO\�FODLP� WKDW�P\
GHDWK�PDNHV�D�GLIIHUHQFH�

,� WXUQ� QRZ� WR� TXHVWLRQV� DQG� REMHFWLRQV� ZKLFK� DULVH� IRU� ERWK� 3UHIHUHQFH�
+HGRQLVP�DQG�WKH�6XFFHVV�7KHRU\�

6KRXOG�ZH�DSSHDO�RQO\�WR�WKH�GHVLUHV�DQG�SUHIHUHQFHV�WKDW�VRPHRQH�DFWXDOO\
KDV"�5HWXUQ�WR�P\�FKRLFH�EHWZHHQ�JRLQJ�WR�D�SDUW\�RU�VWD\LQJ�DW�KRPH�WR�UHDG
.LQJ� /HDU�� 6XSSRVH� WKDW�� NQRZLQJ� ZKDW� ERWK� DOWHUQDWLYHV� ZRXOG� EH� OLNH�� ,
FKRRVH�WR�VWD\�DW�KRPH��$QG�VXSSRVH�WKDW�,�QHYHU�ODWHU�UHJUHW�WKLV�FKRLFH��2Q

This also brings out ways in which, according to success theory, events 
in the lives of others can affect how well your life went.
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In what follows, I’ll set preference hedonism to the side, and focus on 
the success theory. Most of the issues that will come up would also 
apply to preference hedonism — so if you prefer that view, you can 

substitute accordingly.

Here’s a problem for the view that desires play the central role which 
the success theory gives to them:

Would it make your life go better to be injected with the addictive 
drug?

WKHRU\� EH� SHUIRUPHG�� 7KH� FKRLFH� RI� D� XQLW� IRU� WKH� QXPEHUV� PDNHV� QR
GLIIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�UHVXOW�

$QRWKHU� YHUVLRQ�RI� ERWK� WKHRULHV� GRHV�QRW� DSSHDO�� LQ� WKLV�ZD\�� WR� DOO� RI� D
SHUVRQߞV�GHVLUHV�DQG�SUHIHUHQFHV�DERXW�KLV�RZQ�OLIH��,W�DSSHDOV�RQO\�WR�JOREDO
UDWKHU�WKDQ�ORFDO�GHVLUHV�DQG�SUHIHUHQFHV��$�SUHIHUHQFH�LV�JOREDO�LI�LW�LV�DERXW
VRPH�SDUW� RI� RQHߞV� OLIH� FRQVLGHUHG� DV� D�ZKROH�� RU� LV� DERXW� RQHߞV�ZKROH� OLIH�
7KH�*OREDO�YHUVLRQV�RI�WKHVH�WKHRULHV�,�EHOLHYH�WR�EH�PRUH�SODXVLEOH�

&RQVLGHU�WKLV�H[DPSOH��.QRZLQJ�WKDW�\RX�DFFHSW�D�6XPPDWLYH�WKHRU\��,�WHOO
\RX� WKDW� ,� DP� DERXW� WR�PDNH� \RXU� OLIH� JR� EHWWHU�� ,� VKDOO� LQMHFW� \RX�ZLWK� DQ
DGGLFWLYH�GUXJ��)URP�QRZ�RQ��\RX�ZLOO�ZDNH�HDFK�PRUQLQJ�ZLWK�DQ�H[WUHPHO\
VWURQJ�GHVLUH�WR�KDYH�DQRWKHU�LQMHFWLRQ�RI�WKLV�GUXJ��+DYLQJ�WKLV�GHVLUH�ZLOO�EH
LQ�LWVHOI�QHLWKHU�SOHDVDQW�QRU�SDLQIXO��EXW�LI�WKH�GHVLUH�LV�QRW�IXOILOOHG�ZLWKLQ�DQ
KRXU� LW�ZLOO� WKHQ�EHFRPH�YHU\�SDLQIXO��7KLV� LV�QR�FDXVH� IRU�FRQFHUQ�� VLQFH� ,
VKDOO�JLYH�\RX�DPSOH�VXSSOLHV�RI�WKLV�GUXJ��(YHU\�PRUQLQJ��\RX�ZLOO�EH�DEOH�DW
RQFH� WR� IXOILO� WKLV� GHVLUH�� 7KH� LQMHFWLRQ�� DQG� LWV� DIWHU�HIIHFWV��ZRXOG� DOVR� EH
QHLWKHU�SOHDVDQW�QRU�SDLQIXO��<RX�ZLOO�VSHQG�WKH�UHVW�RI�\RXU�GD\V�DV�\RX�GR
QRZ�

:KDW� ZRXOG� WKH� 6XPPDWLYH� 7KHRULHV� LPSO\� DERXW� WKLV� FDVH"� :H� FDQ
SODXVLEO\� VXSSRVH� WKDW� \RX� ZRXOG� QRW� ZHOFRPH� P\� SURSRVDO�� <RX� ZRXOG
SUHIHU�QRW�WR�EHFRPH�DGGLFWHG�WR�WKLV�GUXJ��HYHQ�WKRXJK�,�DVVXUH�\RX�WKDW�\RX
ZLOO� QHYHU� ODFN� VXSSOLHV��:H� FDQ� DOVR� SODXVLEO\� VXSSRVH� WKDW�� LI� ,� JR� DKHDG�
\RX�ZLOO�DOZD\V�UHJUHW�WKDW�\RX�EHFDPH�DGGLFWHG�WR�WKLV�GUXJ��%XW�LW�LV�OLNHO\
WKDW�\RXU�LQLWLDO�GHVLUH�QRW�WR�EHFRPH�DGGLFWHG��DQG�\RXU�ODWHU�UHJUHWV�WKDW�\RX
GLG��ZRXOG�QRW�EH�DV�VWURQJ�DV�WKH�GHVLUHV�\RX�KDYH�HDFK�PRUQLQJ�IRU�DQRWKHU
LQMHFWLRQ��*LYHQ� WKH� IDFWV� DV� ,� GHVFULEHG� WKHP�� \RXU� UHDVRQ� WR� SUHIHU� QRW� WR
EHFRPH�DGGLFWHG�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�YHU\�VWURQJ��<RX�PLJKW�GLVOLNH�WKH�WKRXJKW�RI
EHLQJ� DGGLFWHG� WR� DQ\WKLQJ�� DQG� \RX�ZRXOG� UHJUHW� WKH�PLQRU� LQFRQYHQLHQFH
WKDW�ZRXOG� EH� LQYROYHG� LQ� UHPHPEHULQJ� DOZD\V� WR� FDUU\�ZLWK� \RX� VXIILFLHQW
VXSSOLHV��%XW� WKHVH� GHVLUHV�PLJKW� EH� IDU�ZHDNHU� WKDQ� WKH� GHVLUHV� \RX�ZRXOG
KDYH�HDFK�PRUQLQJ�IRU�D�IUHVK�LQMHFWLRQ�

2Q�WKH�6XPPDWLYH�7KHRULHV�� LI�,�PDNH�\RX�DQ�DGGLFW��,�ZLOO�EH�LQFUHDVLQJ
WKH�VXP�WRWDO�RI�\RXU�GHVLUH�IXOILOPHQW��,�ZLOO�EH�FDXVLQJ�RQH�RI�\RXU�GHVLUHV
QRW�WR�EH�IXOILOOHG��\RXU�GHVLUH�QRW�WR�EHFRPH�DQ�DGGLFW��ZKLFK��DIWHU�P\�DFW�
EHFRPHV�D�GHVLUH�WR�EH�FXUHG��%XW�,�ZLOO�DOVR�EH�JLYLQJ�\RX�DQ�LQGHILQLWH�VHULHV
RI� H[WUHPHO\� VWURQJ� GHVLUHV�� RQH� HDFK�PRUQLQJ�� DOO� RI�ZKLFK� \RX� FDQ� IXOILO�
7KH�IXOILOPHQW�RI�DOO�WKHVH�GHVLUHV�ZRXOG�RXWZHLJK�WKH�QRQ�IXOILOPHQW�RI�\RXU
GHVLUHV�QRW�WR�EHFRPH�DQ�DGGLFW��DQG�WR�EH�FXUHG��2Q�WKH�6XPPDWLYH�7KHRULHV�
E\� PDNLQJ� \RX� DQ� DGGLFW�� ,� ZLOO� EH� EHQHILWLQJ� \RXߚPDNLQJ� \RXU� OLIH� JR
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Would it make your life go better to be injected with the addictive 
drug?

Intuitively, no. You will always have to remember to have ample supplies 
of the drug around, and will have to give yourself an injection every 

morning. None of these are things that you want to do.

On the other hand, if you take the drug, you will have a whole new 
group of extremely strong desires: the desire to take the drug each 

morning of your life. And each of these extremely strong desires will be 
satisfied. But according to the success theory, having your desires — 

especially your very strong desires — satisfied if what makes your life go 
well. So according to the success theory, taking the drug does make 

your life go (much) better.

This is of course a made up case. But there are real life cases which are 
relevantly like it.
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This is of course a made up case. But there are real life cases which are 
relevantly like it.

Violet is a softball player. Every time she comes to the 
plate, she wants very badly to get a hit. But softball is 

hard, and even the best players don’t get hits most of the 
time. So, knowing that her life goes worse when her 

strongly held desires about her life are not met, Violet 
decides to get rid of this desire. Now when she comes to 
the plate, does not desire to get a hit. She gets hits less 

often now; but her life is better, since now her desires are 
not frustrated.

It’s at least arguable that Violet is making a mistake here, and that her 
life would have been better had she kept wanting to get hits. But 

according to the success theory, her reasoning looks perfectly good.
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It’s at least arguable that Violet is making a mistake here, and that her 
life would have been better had she kept wanting to get hits. But 

according to the success theory, her reasoning looks perfectly good.

In response to cases like the addict and Violet, Parfit introduces the 
distinction between summative and global versions of the success 

theory. Summative versions count every desire equally. Global versions 
give priority to desires which are about “some part of one’s life 

considered as a whole, or is about one’s whole life.” 

The addict has the global desire not to be addicted to drugs; Violet has 
the global desire to be a successful softball player. On global success 

theories, these desires are more important than the individual desire to 
have the drug today or the individual desire to get a hit this time up. So 

the global success theory can explain why it is a mistake to take the 
drug, and why it is a mistake for Violet to give up her desires.
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But even after we introduce this distinction between summative and 
global theories, one might think that a problem somewhat like the one 

posed by the case of Violet remains. This is brought out by the example 
of the grass-counter:

QRWKLQJ�LV�JRRG�RU�EDG�IRU�SHRSOH�ZKDWHYHU�WKHLU�SUHIHUHQFHV�DUH��6RPHWKLQJ
LV�EDG�IRU�VRPHRQH�RQO\�ZKHQ��LI�KH�NQHZ�WKH�IDFWV��KH�ZRXOG�ZDQW�WR�DYRLG�LW�
$QG�WKH�UHOHYDQW�IDFWV�GR�QRW�LQFOXGH�WKH�DOOHJHG�IDFWV�FLWHG�E\�WKH�2EMHFWLYH
/LVW�7KHRULVW��2Q�WKH�6XFFHVV�7KHRU\�LW�LV��IRU�LQVWDQFH��EDG�IRU�D�SHUVRQ�WR�EH
GHFHLYHG�LI�DQG�EHFDXVH�WKLV�LV�QRW�ZKDW�WKLV�SHUVRQ�ZDQWV��7KH�2EMHFWLYH�/LVW
7KHRULVW�PDNHV�WKH�UHYHUVH�FODLP��3HRSOH�ZDQW�QRW�WR�EH�GHFHLYHG�EHFDXVH�WKLV
LV�EDG�IRU�WKHP�

$V� WKHVH�UHPDUNV� LPSO\�� WKHUH� LV�RQH� LPSRUWDQW�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�RQ� WKH
RQH� KDQG� 3UHIHUHQFH�+HGRQLVP� DQG� WKH� 6XFFHVV� 7KHRU\�� DQG� RQ� WKH� RWKHU
KDQG�WKH�2EMHFWLYH�/LVW�7KHRU\��7KH�ILUVW�WZR�NLQGV�RI�WKHRU\�JLYH�DQ�DFFRXQW
RI� VHOI�LQWHUHVW�ZKLFK� LV� SXUHO\� GHVFULSWLYHߚZKLFK� GRHV� QRW� DSSHDO� WR� IDFWV
DERXW� YDOXH�� 7KLV� DFFRXQW� DSSHDOV� RQO\� WR� ZKDW� D� SHUVRQ� GRHV� DQG� ZRXOG
SUHIHU�� JLYHQ� IXOO� NQRZOHGJH� RI� WKH� SXUHO\� QRQ�HYDOXDWLYH� IDFWV� DERXW� WKH
DOWHUQDWLYHV��,Q�FRQWUDVW��WKH�2EMHFWLYH�/LVW�7KHRU\�DSSHDOV�GLUHFWO\�WR�ZKDW�LW
FODLPV�WR�EH�IDFWV�DERXW�YDOXH�

,Q�FKRRVLQJ�EHWZHHQ� WKHVH� WKHRULHV��ZH�PXVW�GHFLGH�KRZ�PXFK�ZHLJKW� WR
JLYH�WR�LPDJLQHG�FDVHV�LQ�ZKLFK�VRPHRQHߞV�IXOO\�LQIRUPHG�SUHIHUHQFHV�ZRXOG
EH� EL]DUUH�� ,I� ZH� FDQ� DSSHDO� WR� WKHVH� FDVHV�� WKH\� FDVW� GRXEW� RQ� ERWK
3UHIHUHQFH�+HGRQLVP�DQG� WKH�6XFFHVV�7KHRU\��&RQVLGHU� WKH�PDQ� WKDW�5DZOV
LPDJLQHG�ZKR�ZDQWV�WR�VSHQG�KLV�OLIH�FRXQWLQJ�WKH�QXPEHUV�RI�EODGHV�RI�JUDVV
LQ�GLIIHUHQW� ODZQV��6XSSRVH� WKDW� WKLV�PDQ�NQRZV�WKDW�KH�FRXOG�DFKLHYH�JUHDW
SURJUHVV� LI� LQVWHDG� KH� ZRUNHG� LQ� VRPH� HVSHFLDOO\� XVHIXO� SDUW� RI� $SSOLHG
0DWKHPDWLFV��7KRXJK�KH�FRXOG�DFKLHYH�VXFK�VLJQLILFDQW�UHVXOWV��KH�SUHIHUV�WR
JR� RQ� FRXQWLQJ� EODGHV� RI� JUDVV�� 2Q� WKH� 6XFFHVV� 7KHRU\�� LI� ZH� DOORZ� WKLV
WKHRU\� WR� FRYHU� DOO� LPDJLQDEOH� FDVHV�� LW� FRXOG�EH�EHWWHU� IRU� WKLV�SHUVRQ� LI�KH
FRXQWHG� KLV� EODGHV� RI� JUDVV� UDWKHU� WKDQ� DFKLHYLQJ� JUHDW� DQG� XVHIXO
PDWKHPDWLFDO�UHVXOWV�

7KH�FRXQWHU�H[DPSOH�PLJKW�EH�PRUH�RIIHQVLYH��6XSSRVH�WKDW�ZKDW�VRPHRQH
ZRXOG�PRVW�SUHIHU��NQRZLQJ�WKH�DOWHUQDWLYHV��LV�D�OLIH�LQ�ZKLFK��ZLWKRXW�EHLQJ
GHWHFWHG��KH�FDXVHV�DV�PXFK�SDLQ�DV�KH�FDQ� WR�RWKHU�SHRSOH��2Q� WKH�6XFFHVV
7KHRU\��VXFK�D�OLIH�ZRXOG�EH�ZKDW�LV�EHVW�IRU�WKLV�SHUVRQ�

:H� PD\� EH� XQDEOH� WR� DFFHSW� WKHVH� FRQFOXVLRQV�� 2XJKW� ZH� WKHUHIRUH� WR
DEDQGRQ�WKLV�WKHRU\"�7KLV�LV�ZKDW�6LGJZLFN�GLG��WKRXJK�WKRVH�ZKR�TXRWH�KLP
VHOGRP� QRWLFH� WKLV�� +H� VXJJHVWV� WKDW� �VߞD�PDQߝ IXWXUH� JRRG� RQ� WKH� ZKROH� LV
ZKDW�KH�ZRXOG�QRZ�GHVLUH�DQG�VHHN�RQ�WKH�ZKROH�LI�DOO�WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�DOO
WKH� GLIIHUHQW� OLQHV� RI� FRQGXFW� RSHQ� WR� KLP� ZHUH� DFFXUDWHO\� IRUHVHHQ� DQG
DGHTXDWHO\� UHDOLVHG� LQ� LPDJLQDWLRQ� DW� WKH� SUHVHQW� SRLQW� RI� WLPHߞ���� $V� KH
FRPPHQWV�� �7KHߝ QRWLRQ� RI� �ߢRRG*ߡ WKXV� DWWDLQHG� KDV� DQ� LGHDO� HOHPHQW�� LW� LV

Here the desire to spend his life counting blades of grass is a global 
desire. So even the global success theory has to say that the man has a 
better life counting blades of grass than he would have achieving great 

and useful things in mathematics.
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Here the desire to spend his life counting blades of grass is a global 
desire. So even the global success theory has to say that the man has a 
better life counting blades of grass than he would have achieving great 

and useful things in mathematics.

One can have two different kinds of reactions to this case.

First, one might regard this result as unproblematic. If this is what the 
man wants to spend his life doing, then his best life genuinely is spent 

counting blades of grass.

On the other hand, one might regard this as a waste of a life. Counting 
blades of grass is pointless; and a life spent doing pointless things can’t 

be a good life. 

One way to bring out the second response is to imagine that the grass-
counter is someone you love — perhaps a child. Suppose that you want 
them to have the best life possible, and that you know that they desire 
life as a grass-counter. Wouldn’t you still hope that they moved on from 

grass-counting at some point?
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One way to bring out the second response is to imagine that the grass-
counter is someone you love — perhaps a child. Suppose that you want 
them to have the best life possible, and that you know that they desire 
life as a grass-counter. Wouldn’t you still hope that they moved on from 

grass-counting at some point?

If you think this, then this would be a reason to abandon the success 
theory in favor of what Parfit calls an objective list theory. 

An objective list theory says that a good life is one which contains 
certain features — the ones on the objective list of good-making 

features. What gets on the list is not determined by what you want — it 
is something fixed independently of your desires. 

The objective list theorist can say that, despite his global desires, the 
grass-counter would have lived a better life by spending his time on 

other pursuits.

The natural question for the objective list theorist is: what determines 
what gets on the objective list?
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The natural question for the objective list theorist is: what determines 
what gets on the objective list?

There are different answers to this question. The one we will explore 
goes back to Aristotle.

Let’s forget about human lives for a second, and think about the lives of 
non-human animals. Consider the following two beasts:

We can ask, of either animal, what it would take for their life to go best. 
Do we get the same answer in the two cases?
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We can ask, of either animal, what it would take for their life to go best. 
Do we get the same answer in the two cases?

It is natural to think that we do not. Lions are different kinds of things 
than dogs, and so the best kind of life for a lion will be very different 
than the best kind of life for a dog. In each case it depends on the 

nature of lions, and the nature of dogs.

Humans are different than both lions and dogs. So, Aristotle thought, to 
figure out what the best human life is, we have to ask: what is part of 

human nature?

When we ask this question, a number of plausible answers suggest 
themselves:
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human nature?

When we ask this question, a number of plausible answers suggest 
themselves:

According to a perfectionist version of the objective list theory, the best 
human life is the one which most perfects these aspects of human 

nature. The reason why these aspects matter is because they are part of 
what it is to be human — just as perfection in the hunting of gazelles 

matters for lions but not my dog, because this kind of hunting is in the 
nature of lions but not of my dog.

Humans have bodies (of 
certain distinctive kinds).
Humans have bodies (of 
certain distinctive kinds).

Humans are social animals,
who live with other humans.
Humans are social animals,
who live with other humans.

Humans are rational animals, who
try to get knowledge of the world
Humans are rational animals, who
try to get knowledge of the world

Humans are strategic animals, 
who plan for the future.
Humans are strategic animals, 
who plan for the future.

Humans are creative animals,
who make art & music.
Humans are creative animals,
who make art & music.
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According to a perfectionist version of the objective list theory, the best 
human life is the one which most perfects these aspects of human 

nature. The reason why these aspects matter is because they are part of 
what it is to be human — just as perfection in the hunting of gazelles 

matters for lions but not my dog, because this kind of hunting is in the 
nature of lions but not of my dog.

Does this mean that the best life for me is the same as the best life for 
you, even though we are different in any number of ways?

No. One of the ways in which people differ is in their capacity for 
perfection in various dimensions. You may have the capacity for great 
artistic creativity; I do not. This might mean that your greatest overall 
perfection would be achieved by devoting yourself to music, whereas 

mine would not be. 
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No. One of the ways in which people differ is in their capacity for 
perfection in various dimensions. You may have the capacity for great 
artistic creativity; I do not. This might mean that your greatest overall 
perfection would be achieved by devoting yourself to music, whereas 

mine would not be. 

So the perfectionist can capture some of the variability between people 
which the success theory and the preference hedonist theory can also 
capture. But this difference is not due to a difference in what people 

want — it is due to a difference in their talents.

Usain Bolt can achieve a kind of physical perfection and excellence 
which I cannot. So perhaps his greatest overall perfection is achieved by 

spending a lot of time getting as fast as possible, whereas mine is 
better achieved by thinking about philosophy. The best life he can lead 

is different than the best life I can lead.
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So the perfectionist can capture some of the variability between people 
which the success theory and the preference hedonist theory can also 
capture. But this difference is not due to a difference in what people 

want — it is due to a difference in their talents.

is different than the best life I can lead.

This leads lots of important questions unanswered. Sometimes trying to 
perfect one aspect of my nature conflicts with trying to perfect others. If 
I focused solely on trying to produce the best philosophy that I can, my 
physical well being would suffer and I would ignore the social aspect of 
my nature. Different perfectionists have different views about how these 

trade-offs should be managed. 

We also face trade-offs involving other people. Sometimes trying to 
perfect one aspect of my nature conflicts with helping other people to 

perfect aspects of their nature. This kind of trade-off is a part of any 
close relationship. Again, different perfectionist views are possible here.
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But this is enough to bring out a fundamental difference between the 
way that the success theorist (or preference hedonist) and the 

perfectionist recommend that you think about what kind of life would 
be best for you. 

The key question for the success theorist is: what, in the end, do you 
want?

The key question for the perfectionist is: what, in the end, are your 
talents?

This focus gives rise to an objection to perfectionism: what if you don’t 
enjoy developing your talents? What if, for example, you are amazing at 
math but find it boring and hate doing it? Is the best life for you really 

one devoted to mathematics?
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human nature?is different than the best life I can lead.

This focus gives rise to an objection to perfectionism: what if you don’t 
enjoy developing your talents? What if, for example, you are amazing at 
math but find it boring and hate doing it? Is the best life for you really 

one devoted to mathematics?

But let’s imagine that this is not always so. Then what should you do?

The perfectionist might say that perfecting your nature always in the 
end does bring pleasure and satisfaction. Maybe you don’t like math 

because of the way that it has been taught to you, or because of 
pressure to which your parents have subjected you — but you would 

enjoy it once these outside influences have been stripped away.

The pure perfectionist says: tough. Your best life is the one in which you 
most perfect your nature, and that is so whether or not you happen to 

find pleasure in that.

But one might also be a pluralist perfectionist and say that perfecting your 
nature is one central part of a good life, but not the only one. Perhaps another 
is finding pleasure in what you are doing. This would be a kind of blend of the 

objective list and preference hedonist theories.


