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What constitutes the work of being human and when is it counted as good are among the weightier questions in philosophy.  As opposed to the views of the good life as self-realization, or as something bound up with pleasure, happiness, or duty, the pragmatists as a whole consider a significant life as the good life. A significant life is one that has import, outcomes that palpably better the human condition. More importantly,  the pragmatists, particularly Dewey and Peirce argue for an integrated, comprehensive view of human work, such that  all aspects of living, including those shared by other forms of life,  must be integrated into an account of being human.  Dewey’s naturalism and Peirce’s synechistic evolutionism lend itself to this sense of continuity among all forms of life. They recognize that a good life is cumulatively good in everything we do, from eating to thinking, and not just in areas that are traditionally counted as virtue-intensive. This is captured by Peirce’s brilliant wisp of an idea he called pragmatics, in a sense distinct from Morris, a study that looks systematically at all human practices in an account of the good life. In articulating this account of human work, the foil is Aristotle, and an ally—as strange as that may seem to some—is Hannah Arendt who, although in many cases is antagonistic to pragmatism, presents a sophisticated account of human work that aligns with the pragmatists. 

The Pragmatics of Good Work
What constitutes the work of being human and when is it counted as good are among the weightier questions in philosophy.  As opposed to the views of the good life as self-realization, or as something bound up with pleasure, happiness, or duty, the pragmatists as a whole consider a significant life as the good life. A significant life is one that has import, outcomes that palpably better the human condition. More importantly,  the pragmatists, particularly Dewey and Peirce argue for an integrated, comprehensive view of human work, such that  all aspects of living, including those shared by other forms of life,  must be integrated into an account of being human.  Dewey’s naturalism and Peirce’s synechistic evolutionism lend itself to this sense of continuity among all forms of life. They recognize that a good life is cumulatively good in everything we do, from eating to thinking, and not just in areas that are traditionally counted as virtue-intensive. This is captured by Peirce’s brilliant wisp of an idea he called pragmatics, in a sense distinct from Morris, a study that looks systematically at all human practices in an account of the good life. In articulating this account of human work, the foil is Aristotle, and an ally—as strange as that may seem to some—is Hannah Arendt who, although in many cases is antagonistic to pragmatism, presents a sophisticated account of human work that aligns with the pragmatists. 

Aristotle gives a well-known, if somewhat tautological, answer to the question of human good in The Nicomachean Ethics (Nic. Ethics 1097b21-1098a20).  The work of human beings (ergon tou anthrōpou (Nic. Ethics  1097b22)  is to live well (eu zen). Aristotle reasons that just as the good of a flute-player, sculptor or craftsman is bound up with the sort of work (ergon) each does, so the good of human beings are found in the particular kind of work of being human. If the human psychē expresses  the configuration of capabilities that  makes us human, Aristotle declares that, aside from what we share with other forms of life, what exceptionally defines human being is the use of reason. Thus, it is the rational exercise of our capabilities that constitutes the peculiarity of human work. Aristotle concludes that just as the good flute-player is one who performs the work of flute-playing with excellence, so the good human being is one who is engaged over a lifetime in the active exercise (energeia) of the human psychē  with excellence or virtue  (arētē) (Nic. Ethics 1098a16).  If we should “make every effort to live according to what is best in us” (Nic Ethics 1178a2), and what is best and exceptional in us is  reason (Nic Ethics 1098a8-18), then its exercise  should likely result in the good life. 

The pragmatists offer an alternative, somewhat converse concept of Aristotle’s view of  good work. If we understand Aristotle to say that  the good life is essentially self-realization, certainly John Dewey is particularly critical of such a notion (Early Works 3:155-173).  It is not the perfecting of  human capabilities that matters so much as what consequences those capacities have for the human condition (Dewey and Tufts1908:394).  The realization of the self as it is done in the exercise of virtue is not for the sake of the performance, but what the exercise can accomplish. Courage is not for the sake of exercising courage but to be applied to a good end (1908: 393). The good life is not one of self-fulfillment but significance -–to use James’s language: “if this life is not a real fight, in which something is eternally gained for the universe by success, it is no better than a game of private theatricals from which one may withdraw at will.” (1897: 502). For James the significant life is one that conjoins the inner virtues with the outer place, the outer differences it makes (1899: 871). Charles Peirce, of course, is more severe in his estimation of self-realization, since the self is a source of ignorance and error, and it is only through a collaborative, communal process of inquiry that such errors can be corrected:”The individual man, since his separate existence is manifested only by ignorance an error, so far as he is anything apart from his fellows and from what he and they are to be, is only a negation” (CP 5.317).  It is not through self-realization that we see improvement in the human condition, but in the contributions of inquirers who, with the right form of inquiry, can contribute to a process that ultimately corrects erroneous beliefs. Indeed, for Dewey the self is developed in action, in the work of being with others (1908: 396-397), and not in the unfolding of some inner essence. The virtues are socialized habits, not inner capacities (1908: 403; 1922:29-30).  Virtuous habits and social environment are interpenetrative and modify each other (1922: 29-30).

There are additional flaws with Aristotle’s account from a pragmatist perspective. The argument by analogy to the good work of the fluteplayer suggests  there is something over and above the various activities of human beings that constitute being human. By the terms of the classical pragmatic maxim, to know what being human means, is to translate this into  practical terms, the nucleating habits that constitute our patterns of actions, practices, and institutions. Being human is being in a network of activities that involve living, laboring, and living-together. The fluteplayer in Aristotle’s example not only plays the flute, but is likely someone’s spouse, is raising children, living with neighbors, a citizen of the city-state, among other activities common to all living beings. Being human is not something additional to the collection of these activities, but finds its meaning in the work of these activities. If the things we do—human work--covers the area of human being, then being human is the integral, so to speak, of these various practices. 

This idea of an integrated view of human life is captured in Peirce’s brilliant wisp of a notion he called pragmatics (MS 1345 c. 1894: 5)—something distinct from Morris’s sense of the term. Pragmatics examines the ethos of all aspects of living (MS 1345 c. 1894: 4). The term is likely inspired by Kant’s sense of it in Anthropology From a Pragmatic Point of View, where he addresses the issue of what human beings should make of themselves, given who they are (1798: 3). For Peirce, pragmatics is similarly conceived as the study of proper ends, the arts for attaining them, and the casuistry involved in applying them to current historical circumstances (MS 1345: 6, 16). Hedonics, for example, is the study of the proper sorts of pleasures to pursue in life; social ethics, which concerns the proper practical ends for communities to pursue, and polity, which concerns the proper ends of political organization or governing (MS 1345: 31). The ethical arts are concerned with how to attain bodily well-being, mental health, shelter, clothing, even how to find the best means of transportation . Casuistry is concerned with how to make the best of given circumstances, and subdivided into political economy, commerce, education, jurisprudence, and the art of war (MS 1345: 31). In general, this rough outline of pragmatics suggests an integral view of ethics as part of every aspect of our everyday practices. 

Dewey also advocated an integrative understanding of moral life.  Morality is an organic part of our experience and not a separate domain. Consonant with Peirce’s pragmatics, Dewey warned against separating out morality from the workplace, the development of technology,  the material orientation of the business world, and our natural biological drives and desires. “Morals are as much a matter of interaction of a person with his social environment as walking is an interaction of legs with a physical environment” (MW 14: 219).  In the Ethics of 1908, he elaborates on a number of  social and economic issues and  family life.  Dewey’s complaint about ethical theory is that it focuses on one aspect of moral experience, such as the notion  of the good, or duty, or the virtues, rather than seeing how these are interconnected in moral experience. In “Three Independent Factors in Morals” (1930), Dewey argues against the reductionism in  consequentialist, teleological, deontological, and virtue theories, in favor of an integration of  the good, duty, and virtue in  moral experience.  

A third issue with Aristotle’s argument in The Nicomachean Ethics is—the Politics aside--his tendency to center good work in the human psychē, and to de-emphasize the good of the practices which frame them. It is not enough that the fluteplayer is a virtuoso. The music  must be good, the flute in good working order, the purpose of the playing, and even the venue must be appropriate, in order to count the work of fluteplaying good. If we want to know what constitutes a good neighbor, we also have to have a sense of what constitutes a good neighborhood. A good marriage is not only dependent upon good spouses, but good practices and institutions of marriage. The most honest, loyal, and caring spouses may fail to achieve a good marriage if the normative character of the institution of marriage is faulty. 

Alasdair MacIntyre’s makes a similar point. Virtue is not just  excellent performance of work, but must consider  the practice in which it occurs. A practice involves a cooperative activity that generates some internal good. Performing virtuously within that  practice makes achieving the good internal to the practice more likely (1981: 175). Thus, the complete evaluation of virtue is dependent upon an evaluation of the internal goods to the practice in which the virtues are exercised (1981: 178). 

Fourth, by focusing on reason as distinctive from  other forms of life, Aristotle, or at least some  interpreters, identifies the contemplative life as the best  for human beings (Nic Ethics 1178b24-26;1178a6-8). This leads to the so-called “two lives” problem: the contemplative life as the best of good lives, as opposed to life of the polis (Nic Ethics 1178a6-8).  The flaw in this argument is that something is not the best about us simply because it is distinguishing. The history of human kind shows reasoning to involve mixed results, as it lends itself to both good and ill.  

Surely this line of thought is misleading if it recommends living the contemplative life to the exclusion  of other lives--as if the contemplative life could be practically separated from the polis. It is hard to imagine a contemplative life that is  also not engaged in the everyday activities of living, working, and living-together. Even the monastic life is not devoid of these other dimensions. As Aristotle says, by a “self-sufficient” life, he  “does not mean an individual who leads just a solitary life, but one with parents and children and a wife and, in general, with friends and  fellow-citizens as well, since human beings are by nature a social being” (Nic. Ethics 1097b6-12). Surely contemplation is neither a disembodied activity nor does it occur outside of human commerce and community; nor should we forget the importance of non-cognitive dimensions.  Feminist ethics has  educated us on the importance of emotion and sentiment in moral life. Caring is not the result of the employment of reasoning, but  a configuration of our feelings and emotions, honed in the nurturing process of home-life and living-together with others. Peirce recognized that the premier intellectual activity of his day, scientific activity, was not just an effort of reason, but involved community in the fullest sense of the term. A proper community of inquirers shares a set of sentiments about the ends of inquiry, a set of norms concerning its conduct, and a way of communicating and working together that will most likely lead to the goal of knowledge.  This way of life is what Peirce calls a “concrete reasonableness” (CP 2.34n2), something that emerges in the living struggle of working together to attain particular ends, and involves  all dimensions of human being working together with others over generations. The history of science is a history of successful cooperative efforts to attain knowledge. 


Although Hannah Arendt is not considered a mainstream pragmatist, her analysis of the varieties of work in The Human Condition has a kinship with pragmatist critique of Aristotle, and    corrects Aristotle’s narrow picture of human work. For this reason, it is worth using as a springboard for a more comprehensive and sophisticated analysis of the pragmatics of work.  For Arendt, the human condition involves a number of different, but interrelated forms of work: the labor of living, the work of our hands, and action or working together (1973:7).  Labor—or the work of living—is what is done to maintain life.  The work of our hands makes useful things that persist beyond the coming and passing away of individual lives. Action is working-together,  coordination with others, and generates the public realm (1973: 199). Whereas the work of living is concerned with maintaining life, working-together is concerned with how we should live and live together. 

The work of living in Arendt’s view is essentially sustaining the ability to do the work of living, and does not have products beyond that. It is the mark of all such labor “that it leaves nothing behind, that the result of its effort is almost as quickly consumed as the effort is spent.” (1973: 87).  Following Adam Smith, Arendt suggests that the hallmark of such work is consumption, something that dissipates energy  with no meaningful product other than wherewithal to consume again. In Aristotelian language, the work of living  is a kinesis without entelecheia, a process without a perfective end. Consequently, mere living is accorded a lower place in her hierarchy of work:

Life is a process that everywhere uses up durability, wears it down… until eventually dead matter, the result of  small, single, cyclical, life processes, returns into the over-all gigantic circle of nature herself, where no beginning and no end exist,  and where all natural things swing in changeless, deathless, repetition (1971: 96).

On the other hand, as “the tool-making animal,” humans have the capability of transcending the mere work of living. Using Locke’s distinction between “the labor of our bodies and the work of our hands,” Arendt argues that the latter is, unlike the former, capable of making things that persist beyond individual lives, and have a purpose beyond the repetition of life processes (1971: 111). Handiwork superimposes itself on the work of living to transform what is present in nature into useful things, resulting in  the transformation of “the wilderness into cultivated land” (1973: 138). Although consumption is necessary to sustain life, more value is found in life used for the ends of production (1971: 103), and adds a purpose and direction, beyond its cyclical processes (1973: 154). As useful products emerge, the means of living are made more efficient, creating work that  eventually generates the more complex economies and division of labor found in modern societies. The products of handiwork allow the possibility of the market and the exchange of goods and services (1973: 159ff).

Although the “labor of our hands” allows us to transcend the repetition of mere living, it generates its own conundrum  of an apparently endless chain of means and ends. It is in action or working together,  that  we find address to these larger issues of ultimate goods and purposes.  Working-together is concerned with the question: How should we live, and to what end? The ultimate work of human beings, as Arendt following Aristotle says, “to live well (eu zen), ” or to flourish (eudaimonia) (1973: 207). 

Working-together depends on practices of communication. As Arendt notes, the capability of human language engenders complex forms of interaction from which emerge a public realm and varieties of political interaction that transcend mere might and force (1973: 177ff). The purpose of working-together is not only to cooperate sufficiently to ease the work of living, but to experiment with ways of life and the organization of practices.  From small-scale families to the large scale of the public realm, (1973: 199),  these practices of working together form “the web of human relationships” (1973: 183-184).  How the public realm is constituted will be the most fundamental consideration in the question of how we should live. 

Whereas handiwork transforms mere living into an instrumentality of means and ends, the public realm must transform instrumental thinking in order to succeed as a good practice.  In order for cooperation to succeed, other beings must be considered non-instrumentally as ends-in-themselves and, autonomously, as capable of having desires, wants, and needs of their own. In working-together we find an emerging ethos characterized by mutual interest and common good. 

Arendt’s great insight is that the ordering of these types of work is a way to define fundamental ethoi of the human condition. If the work of living, with its ethos of consumption, dominates the ethos of making and working-together, it generates a consumerism with its concomitant problems. Arendt takes particular aim at the ethos of consumption (see 1971: 124). The ultimate value of such a life is acquiring the means of consumption, a life dominated by  enjoyment, entertainment and the maximization of pleasure. Arendt forsees that the life of consumption, with its limitless  means and ends, eventually exceeds the means of production sufficient to sustain it. Conversely, if the ethos of instrumentality  dominates together, it generates an instrumental ethos of human beings. 


Despite Arendt’s brilliant analysis, her disdain of naturalism and her poor understanding of biology leads  to flaws in her analysis. For one thing Arendt fails to see is that when the ethos of instrumentality is applied to nature, living things are seen primarily as the means of human ends rather than aspects of a working, viable ecology. Just as the logic of consumption, when applied to activity of making, leads to a non-sustainable ethos, so too when the logic of instrumentality is applied to a system of living things, the instrumentality of making creates an unsustainable ecology. Arendt’s diminution of the work of living and the tendency toward the exceptionalism of human beings leads to an artificial and harmful separation of human life from other living things. It is odd to say, as Arendt does, that there are no products of life when life itself is a product that has endured for over 2 billion years. Her weak understanding of biology leads her to make categorical distinctions when we should favor a continuum among these three types of work. The latter are already integrated in every living thing--- although the organization, scale, and complexity of these types of work will vary with species. The work of living is not a process that is separate from working-together, whether it is at the most fundamental cellular level or in the most complex ecological systems. In the former, the cell itself—the basis of all forms of life--has a complex system of communication, and models cooperation of parts (Niehoff  2005; Levy et al. 2010). Granted the complexity of human cooperation, the collective behaviors of all forms of life should not be dismissed, from the simplest forms of life, to the collective behavior of bees and other insects, as well as the nicely documented social behavior of higher primates. All of this suggests that the work of living cannot be separated from the work of making and living together. With her focus on organisms rather than ecologies, she is blind to the systemic interconnections among organisms. Ecologies are complex forms of interactions, constituted by trophic chains,  symbiosis, mutualism, prey-predator relations, parasitism, and so forth.

As a parting example of a pragmatic, integrative approach to an account of the good life, consider the matter of food. Whereas an Aristotelian ethic focuses on individual virtues surrounding food, such as temperance versus intemperance, the pragmatics of food examines the practices of its production, selection, acquisition, preparation, and distribution holistically.  As such it is alert to a number of issues pertaining to these in terms of nutrition and health, animal treatment, factory farming and its effect on the ecology, sustainable farming, fair pricing, consumer safety, world hunger, and other related matters. Good lives are not just a matter of the individual exercise of virtues, but an assessment of all the sorts of work in the practices of which they are a part. 
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