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1

How to Be Well-Rounded

in robert Heinlein’s novel Time Enough for Love, the charac-
ter Lazarus Long claims:

A human being should be able to change a diaper, plan an 
invasion, butcher a hog, conn a ship, design a building, write 
a sonnet, balance accounts, build a wall, set a bone, comfort 
the dying, take orders, give orders, cooperate, act alone, solve 
equations, analyze a new problem, pitch manure, program a 
computer, cook a tasty meal, fight efficiently, die gallantly. 
Specialization is for insects.1

This is an ideal to aspire to: people should live well-rounded 
lives. It’s a familiar ideal: parents talk about wanting their 
children to be well-rounded; universities boast about the well-
rounded curricula they offer; people admire polymaths. We 
want to know how to organize our lives, and we often care about 
being well-rounded, and yet this ideal has been almost entirely 
neglected by contemporary philosophers.2

1. Heinlein (1973: 265–6).
2. Two notable exceptions are Hurka (1987 and 2015) and Kauppinen (2009). 

We’ll talk more about their views as we go along.
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Let’s fix that. The primary job of this book is to show that the 
well-rounded life is a good one—that for many of us, it’s better 
than the alternatives. That doesn’t mean there aren’t costs, and 
we’ll talk about those too. Sometimes, we can see that what 
might have looked like costs vanish when we look more closely. 
Other times, those costs are real.

While the well-rounded life isn’t for everyone, this is a way 
to organize our lives that all of us should take seriously. Recog-
nizing the value of well-roundedness gives us insight into other 
elements of the good life. It tells us that we shouldn’t be afraid 
of being mediocre at some things and that we should be wary 
of the temptation to turn our lives into great stories. Above all, 
it reminds us of the fascinating variety and complexity of the 
world, and it encourages us to dig into that diversity.

Maurice and Lon Grady

Meet Maurice, one of the examples we’ll come back to over and 
over again.

Maurice is a stay-at-home father to two small children. Mau-
rice’s single most important life project is to make sure that 
his children grow up healthy, safe, and happy. Maurice is a 
baseball fan, and it’s his dream to someday visit every major-
league ballpark. When he and his family go on vacation, they 
might go an hour or so out of their way to visit a ballpark, but 
probably not more than that. Maurice meets a friend a 
couple times a week to play squash at the gym. He used to 
like to do pottery, even though he wasn’t very good at it, but 
once the kids came along, he and his family couldn’t afford 
it. He hopes that he can pick it back up again when they’re 
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a little older. Occasionally, in the evening, Maurice attends 
political events and volunteers at voter-registration drives. 
Maurice also likes to read non-fiction about American 
history, and he pays special attention to the newspaper’s 
science section whenever it runs an article about advances 
in biotech.

Maurice can’t do all the things on Lazarus Long’s list, and his 
life isn’t anything special or complicated or ambitious, but the 
variety of things he does and cares about adds value to his life 
in diverse and distinctive ways. Maurice is well-rounded.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, consider another ex-
ample we’ll revisit a lot:

Lon Grady is a hugely successful and famous NFL quarter-
back whose life is entirely devoted to football.3 Grady works 
out every morning at precisely 8 am, drinks a protein shake 
within exactly twenty minutes of finishing his workout, and 
limits so-called “acidifying” foods to twenty percent of his 
diet. As part of this diet, Grady claims, he has never eaten a 
strawberry or drunk a cup of coffee. Grady intends to play 
football until he’s at least forty-five, which would make him 
the oldest quarterback ever to start in an NFL game. In pur-
suit of that goal, he spends his beach vacations running plays, 
wearing his shoulder pads and helmet, assisted by his trainer 
and delighted tourists. This has led to enormous success—
seven Super Bowl championships.

3. Some readers might notice some similarities between Grady and a longtime 
quarterback for the New England Patriots (see DeCosta-Klipa 2017; Evans 2016; 
O’Connor 2017; and McKenna 2019), but we’ll stick with a fictionalized, hypothetical 
Grady.
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Lon Grady isn’t well-rounded—he’s what we’ll call one-
dimensional. In between Lon Grady’s complete devotion to 
football and Maurice’s well-rounded life, there’s a lot of ground 
to cover.

Maurice and Lon Grady help show us the elements of the 
well-rounded life: the well-rounded person 1) has multiple pur-
suits, 2) which are in different domains, 3) which they appreci-
ate the distinctive value of, 4) which have diverse character, and 
5) which they balance appropriately. As we’ll see, all these cri-
teria come in degrees: you’re more well-rounded the more pur-
suits you have, the more diverse they are, and so on. Very few 
people are maximally well-rounded, perhaps even fewer are 
fully one-dimensional,4 and most of us are somewhere in the 
middle.

Multiple Pursuits

The well-rounded person of Lazarus Long’s imagination can do 
a lot of things, from changing a diaper to designing a building. 
That’s a good place to start. When we think about who is or isn’t 
well-rounded, we often have in mind what they do or are inter-
ested in—Maurice’s kids and pottery and squash game, Lon 
Grady’s football. That leads to the first element of being well-
rounded: a well-rounded person has multiple pursuits. We’ll get 
a better understanding of what pursuits we have when we rec-
ognize that they break down into a few recognizable types: 
projects, goals, hobbies, and interests.5

4. If you think—as some Grady fans do—that we can find ways in which Grady 
is minimally well-rounded, that might just point to the rarity of truly one-dimensional 
people.

5. There are also non-pursuits we spend time on: giving the dog a bath, balancing 
the checkbook, dusting the knick-knacks, that kind of thing. We’ll discuss those later.
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Projects

Projects, as we’ll think of them, are the long-term activities 
around which we organize our lives.6 They tend to be relatively 
demanding and time-consuming. They’re the main things we 
care about. For Maurice, that’s raising his kids.

Sometimes, philosophers use the term “projects” to denote 
those activities which give our lives meaning.7 Because our 
focus here is well-being, the projects we’ll consider include any 
which are potentially good for us, not just those which are 
meaning-making. Projects don’t have to be the most meaning-
ful things we do (although they certainly can be)—they’re just 
the major poles around which we organize the rest of our lives.

Even on this more capacious understanding of projects, not 
all our pursuits fit the bill. Squash isn’t something Maurice 
organizes his days around, but it adds something important to 
his life, something he doesn’t get elsewhere. If we leave out the 
things that matter to Maurice but that don’t count as projects, 
we’re leaving out a whole lot of his life—baseball, pottery, his-
tory, politics.

There are even whole stages of our lives where we don’t have 
projects. Some children have projects, no doubt, but lots don’t. 
Some people look forward to retirement precisely because it 
gives them a chance to putter—to try woodworking, knit for a 
little while, volunteer every now and then, travel here and there. 
The things these retired people fill their days with are not, 
mostly, projects: they like what they’re doing, but none of it is 
truly central. And yet it seems highly possible to evaluate the 

6. This definition comes from Levy (2005: 187).
7. See Wolf (2010: 16; 1982: 435–8) and Williams (1981a: 12–13; 1981b: 58) for two 

canonical uses of this sense of “project.” We’ll revisit meaning in chapter 6.
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well-being of children or of retirees—not only that, but these 
can be some of the best, most well-rounded times of our lives.

This is an idea we’ll come back to a lot (especially in chap-
ter 4). There are good reasons philosophers have focused so 
much on projects—they are often the pursuits that matter the 
most for our overall well-being. For almost no one are they the 
only things that matter. If we look only at the projects someone 
has, we’re likely to get a distorted picture of their well-being. We 
need to expand our focus to include other kinds of pursuits.

Goals

Lots of projects have goals, at least in the normal, everyday way 
of understanding what goals are. Your goal for your career might 
be to become CEO or to invent a hot-dog bun that doesn’t get 
soggy; your goal as a parent might be to see your child grow up 
into her own person. (Hobbies and casual interests, other pur-
suits we’ll talk about soon, often have goals in this sense too.)

When I talk about goals as a type of pursuit, I have some-
thing slightly different in mind. These goals are the things we 
don’t spend our lives pursuing actively, and certainly don’t 
organize our entire lives around, but do want to make sure we 
do before we die. For Maurice, that’s visiting all the major-
league ballparks. This isn’t something he does only as part of his 
project of parenting—he has an independent interest in base-
ball, and it’s a handy way to bond with his kids. It’s just not 
nearly as important as his central project. Maurice organizes his 
vacations around his kids’ needs, rather than starting with his 
list of ballparks and then thinking about how his kids fit in. 
Something that’s normally in the background of someone’s life 
can help to make him well-rounded if he gets the chance to 
work on it every now and then.
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Hobbies

Well-rounded people also have hobbies. Like projects (and un-
like goals), hobbies are things we do consistently, more or less. 
Unlike projects (and like goals), hobbies aren’t what we 
organize our lives around. Squash is a hobby for Maurice: he 
likes it, he’s bummed when he can’t do it, and he tries to play 
consistently, but it usually gives way to his central projects. If 
his daughter is having a bad day, he might skip squash to spend 
time with her.

The distinction between hobbies and projects doesn’t break 
down neatly along traditional leisure/career lines. Someone 
with a boring academic job might spend the most hours per 
week on that job, but if she does so entirely so she can spend 
her summers rock-climbing in national parks, her job isn’t her 
project—rock-climbing is. Not all our leisure pursuits are mere 
hobbies.

Interests

Finally, well-rounded people have interests. This is another 
term with a few different meanings; for our purposes, “inter-
ests” are things people are interested in, but which they neither 
consistently pursue actively nor have particular ambitions 
about. (For Maurice, that’s American history and biotech.) I 
have a friend who’s interested in space. It’s not a project; he’s not 
an astronaut. It isn’t even a hobby; he doesn’t own a telescope. 
But if he comes across an article about space online, he’ll click 
on it. If he has a free Saturday afternoon, he’d rather go to the 
planetarium (again) than to the art museum. If our projects are 
central to how we organize our lives, if our goals are things we 
want to make sure we do eventually, and if our hobbies are 
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things we’re actively pursuing, our interests are the least central, 
often the most casual and short-lived, of our pursuits. Interests 
show us that pursuits don’t have to be activities as such. My 
friend’s interest in space doesn’t just consist in his active visits 
to the planetarium; it also includes his passively (but happily) 
taking in information about space he finds online. Space doesn’t 
require any particular commitment from him, but it adds rich-
ness to his life in its own way.

Organizing Our Pursuits

To be well-rounded, you need to have multiple pursuits, but 
they don’t have to break down into any particular combination. 
We saw that if we only focus on projects, not other kinds of 
pursuits, we may incorrectly assess well-being; we don’t want 
to make the same mistake here by artificially limiting which 
kinds of life organization make a person well-rounded. One 
person might have a really demanding central project but casual 
interests in a variety of areas. Another might have a central but 
less demanding project and several hobbies. A child might have 
a few hobbies and a bunch of goals. Plus, there aren’t bright 
lines distinguishing one type of pursuit from another. A firmly 
held interest may become a hobby without your really noticing 
a sudden shift; a hobby you aren’t able to commit to right now 
may lapse into a long-term goal. Good well-rounded lives are 
organized in many different ways.

Still, well-rounded people’s lives tend to break down into pre-
dictable patterns. It’s impossible for most of us to have more 
than a very small number of projects, because we can’t organize 
our lives around too many very demanding pursuits at the same 
time. Contingent facts about human life—constraints on our 
time, attention, resources, and abilities—mean the well-rounded 
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person is likely to have to budget carefully. Someone whose life 
is only composed of casual interests may not live as well as he 
would have if he’d had more commitment to some of his pur-
suits.8 Thinking about which category each pursuit falls into can 
help us understand how to organize our lives—what it really 
matters that we succeed at, for example, or what to sacrifice if we 
find we’ve taken on too much. Some of the tradeoffs inherent in 
different ways a well-rounded person can organize her life will 
become more apparent as we go along, and we’ll revisit these 
tradeoffs in chapter 6.

In Different Domains

Maurice’s main project is his relationship with his kids; he has 
an athletic hobby, and he’s put an artistic hobby on hold; he has 
a goal connected to baseball; and he has interests in history and 
science. If all of Maurice’s pursuits were in one area—if he had 
a project of being a garbage collector, a hobby of picking up 
litter on the beach on the weekends, a goal of breaking the 
Guinness world record for the largest rubber-band ball, and an 
interest in reading about the history of recycling—he would be 
nearly as one-dimensional as if he were singularly focused on 
collecting garbage. This gives us the second element: you’re 
more well-rounded the more your pursuits fall into different 
domains.

Start with what I hope is a common-sense, non-exhaustive 
list of domains: to Maurice’s pursuits in relationships, athletics, 
the arts, history, and science, we can add the religious, the culi-
nary, the political, the community-oriented, and so on. A 

8. Later on, we’ll see that whether someone balances their pursuits appropriately 
is part of how well-rounded they are.
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person with pursuits in all—or even many—of these domains 
is well-rounded.

Even though I hope this list of domains is commonsensical, 
figuring out what this common sense is getting at is tricky. As a 
first pass, these domains are about different things. Sports are 
about using your body and mind to perform some physical feat, 
while political pursuits are about coming together with like-
minded people to accomplish a civic goal.

To build on this basic idea, we can say that each domain is 
distinguished by its subject matter: the pursuits that fall within 
a domain have similar activities, values, and skills. Consider 
number theory and basketweaving. Their activities are differ
ent: for number theory, it’s constructing proofs; for basket-
weaving, it’s weaving a basket. Their values are different: an 
achievement in number theory is proving Goldbach’s conjec-
ture; an achievement in basketweaving is producing an unusu-
ally beautiful or useful basket. Their skills are different: for 
number theory, keen insight into numbers and an ability to 
reason mathematically; for basketweaving, fine motor skills and 
aesthetic vision.

In contrast, consider two activities in the same domain, bas-
ketball and baseball. They share activities: throwing, catching, 
running. Both exemplify the same values: competition, athleti-
cism, teamwork. Both require the same kinds of skills: physical 
strength, dexterity, speed. Compare the substantial degree of 
overlap between these two sports to the almost complete lack 
of overlap in the subject matters of number theory and bas-
ketweaving. A person whose only pursuits are basketball and 
baseball is at best minimally well-rounded, because his two pur-
suits have so much in common. As we’ll see in chapter 2, he’s 
likely missing out on the goods of well-roundedness: he’s failing 
to engage with the diversity of the world, and his focus only on 
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athletic activities will make it more difficult for him to befriend 
people who aren’t as interested in sports as he is. A person with 
pursuits in number theory and basketweaving is using her mind 
and body in different ways, she’s immersing herself in more of 
what the world has to offer, and she’s uncovering different kinds 
of goods.

Consider an alternative way to specify domains. The 
philosopher Thomas Hurka’s theory of well-roundedness in-
cludes just three: physical perfection (health, athletic activity), 
theoretical perfection (factual knowledge, knowledge of skills, 
interpersonal understanding), and practical perfection (goal 
achievement, cooperation with others, friendship).9

These three domains are quite broad. Each lumps together 
pursuits which aren’t all that alike. Excellence in number theory 
is pursued very differently from excellence in basketweaving, 
yet these would both seem to count as “theoretical perfection” 
(number theory because it’s factual knowledge, basketweaving 
because it’s knowledge of a skill).10 If Kristen engages in a wide 
variety of diverse pursuits which all count as theoretical 
perfection—she knows a great deal about history, math, and 
art; she can paint, sing, and bake; she is understanding of all 
kinds of people—she is very well-rounded, and yet Hurka’s tri-
partite division would seem to imply that she’s only excellent in 
one domain.

9. Hurka (1987: 728–9).
10. A pair of psychologists studying the relationship between personality traits 

and life goals concluded that goal clusters connected to “theoretical, physical well-
being, and personal growth value domains” were too internally inconsistent to be 
analyzed as clusters, vs. more internally consistent goal clusters such as economic or 
religious goals (Roberts and Robins 2000: 1288). This provides a little empirical 
backing for the idea that Hurka’s taxonomy (or something like it) is too heteroge-
neous to be helpful.
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Hurka does grant that we should “seek variety, not just 
among different excellences, but among different aspects of one 
excellence.”11 If domain doesn’t really matter, we can say that 
Kristen is very well-rounded—but then the tripartite division 
of perfections doesn’t add much to our understanding of well-
roundedness. If domain matters a lot, then Kristen isn’t very 
well-rounded, and she’d do better to ditch most of her theoreti-
cal perfections—she’d be more well-rounded just by painting 
and playing water polo than she would be with the highly di-
verse array of pursuits she has now. Either option doesn’t seem 
especially appealing.

Moreover, some activities that belong to different perfec-
tions have more in common with each other than with others 
in their same bucket of perfection. Friendship (practical perfec-
tion) and interpersonal understanding (theoretical perfection) 
aren’t the same thing, but they’re much more closely linked 
than interpersonal understanding is with proving Goldbach’s 
conjecture (both theoretical perfection) or than friendship is 
with the general category of goal achievement (both practical 
perfection). Other pursuits crosscut Hurka’s taxonomy:12 
someone who sets a complex goal of proving Goldbach’s con-
jecture, has a lifelong career in higher math, and finally comes 
up with a proof has engaged in the practical perfection of goal 
achievement, but also the theoretical perfection of factual 
knowledge.

Three domains are too few to capture the variety of pursuits 
that make a person well-rounded; the subject-matter view of 
domains does better. That doesn’t mean that it can precisely 
categorize every single pursuit. I said that the subject matter of 

11. Hurka (1987: 735).
12. As he acknowledges (Hurka 1987: 735).
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a domain is its activities, values, and skills. Some pursuits are 
highly similar along one of these dimensions but not the others. 
Tag requires athletic skill, but it doesn’t share basketball’s or 
baseball’s value of teamwork. Is tag an athletic activity like base-
ball? Chess isn’t something we traditionally think of as a 
“sport”—but chess grandmasters can burn as many calories in 
a two-hour game as professional tennis players do in a one-hour 
match.13 Perhaps chess belongs in the athletic domain rather 
than the domain of board games; or there’s one domain, some-
thing like competition, that includes both chess and basketball; 
or competitive chess belongs in one domain and amateur chess 
in another.

Each of these three options has its downsides: the first, that 
baseball and basketball just seem like the same kind of thing, 
and baseball and chess do not; the second, that a more general 
domain of “competition” gets us back to the overbroadness we 
saw was a problem with Hurka’s account; the third, that it seems 
odd for the kind of pursuit chess is to depend on how seriously 
a person takes the game.

I’d like to say that I have some solution for resolving these 
issues, one which gives necessary and sufficient conditions 
which allow us to precisely classify every pursuit. I don’t. While 
I’ve given a sample of the kinds of domains I have in mind, and 
while I think those domains fit with common sense about who 
counts as well-rounded, I don’t have a hard-and-fast rule, and I 
don’t think it’s possible to come up with one. Trying to put 
things in too-neat boxes doesn’t do justice to the complexity of 
the world. By concentrating on subject matter—activities, val-
ues, and skills—at a common-sense level of granularity, we can 

13. That statistic is from the 2019 All Things Considered story “The Chess Grand-
master’s Diet.”
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come up with a view which roughly captures the diversity of 
our pursuits. Hurka’s view may offer a definitive taxonomy of 
perfections, but what it gains in precision is more than offset by 
the problems that result from sorting pursuits into just three 
camps. The alternative is less precise—we can’t say with cer-
tainty where some pursuits fall—but it’s truer to life.

We can skirt some of the thornier problems of domains if we 
concentrate less on coming up with the be-all end-all list and 
more on how far apart someone’s pursuits are. One person 
might claim that competitive chess and basketball are in the 
same domain; another might say they’re in different domains; 
both can agree that these pursuits have substantial overlap in 
values, activities, and skills. Since these pursuits are at least near 
to each other—in similar domains if not the exact same one—
someone whose pursuits include basketball and competitive 
chess is not as well-rounded (all else being equal) as someone 
whose pursuits include basketball and taking care of a beloved 
pet ferret. The less subject matter two pursuits have in common, 
the more likely they’re in different domains, and the more well-
rounded the person with both those pursuits is.

The Distinctive Value of Our Pursuits

No matter the domain, not all of our activities are true pursuits. 
All of us, from Lon Grady on down, do things every day that 
aren’t projects, goals, hobbies, or interests—we water the 
plants, take out the trash, and do our taxes. If all that matters is 
how long our to-do lists are, then Lon Grady, who might do 
fifteen different things in a day but has only one true pursuit, is 
just about as well-rounded as Maurice, who does fifteen differ
ent things in a day but has six distinct pursuits. That doesn’t 
seem right.
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If Maurice’s squash game counts as a pursuit, but taking out 
the trash doesn’t, what’s the difference between the two? It 
might seem to be a difference in value—squash is worth doing 
for its own sake, where taking out the trash is purely instrumen-
tal. But the fact that something is valuable isn’t sufficient to 
make it a pursuit for the person who does it. Consider the ex-
ample of Olivia:

Olivia is a high-school senior who desperately wants to get 
into her top-choice college. She’s read that college admis-
sions committees look for well-rounded students, but all 
she’s done for three years is study. She decides to change 
things. She knows colleges like athletes, so she joins the 
cross-country team, although she doesn’t like to run. She 
doesn’t grow to like it, she’s not successful, and she doesn’t 
make friends with her teammates—but she can put it on her 
application form. Likewise for the literary magazine, the 
chess club, and the High School Democrats. She does every
thing begrudgingly, without interest or enthusiasm, and she 
never grows to appreciate any of these activities; she could 
just as easily have joined the tennis team, theater club, A/V 
club, and High School Republicans.

Olivia might look well-rounded, but she’s not. Even though 
someone else might see the literary magazine as a valuable pur-
suit, for her it’s just the high-school equivalent of dusting the 
knick-knacks—she only does it as a means to further her proj
ect of getting into college.14

14. Callard (2018: 7) distinguishes aspiration from ambition. Aspiration involves 
a change in a person’s values; ambition only seeks to satisfy the values a person al-
ready has. Maybe part of Olivia’s problem is that she has no interest in letting her new 
pursuits change her values.
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Likewise, Lon Grady only has the project of leading his team 
to another Super Bowl victory. To carry out this relatively com-
plex pursuit, Grady must complete many intermediate steps, 
some of which are not particularly alike—weightlifting, eating 
his weird diet, going to practice, making media appearances. 
Grady cannot become well-rounded just by making his single 
project more complicated—making another media appearance 
or adding a new kind of leg exercise to his weight routine. If 
we count as a pursuit any activity someone could care about, 
we end up miscounting pursuits. Grady would have two pur-
suits, weightlifting and football, where we should really see only 
one. On the face of it, Olivia’s activities are more diverse than 
Lon Grady’s, but they are still component parts of a single proj
ect, rather than being distinct pursuits.

What makes these valuable activities just chores for Olivia 
and Lon Grady is that these two fail to appreciate the distinctive 
value each adds to their lives. Olivia doesn’t care that editing the 
literary magazine could help her develop a keen eye for prose, or 
that joining the cross-country team could teach her how to push 
her body to its limits. Her only measure of the value of these 
activities is how well each contributes to her project of getting 
into college. This gives us the third element of being well-
rounded: only when we appreciate the distinctive value of our 
pursuits do they count toward how well-rounded we are.15 
While we’ll see that this condition is more controversial than the 

15. The Olivia case shows us that this applies to only caring about well-
roundedness, too. Someone might decide that the only thing he cares about is being 
as well-rounded as possible and so take up a wide variety of activities, choosing them 
only for their diversity, not actually appreciating the distinctive value of any of these 
activities. By aiming directly and only at well-roundedness, without regard for the 
particular contents of his life, he has ensured that he will wind up living a one-
dimensional life.
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first two, it fits right in with our understanding of pursuits: they 
are the things we do because we care about them.

Appreciating the distinctive value of a pursuit doesn’t rule 
out recognizing how it contributes to our other ones. One of 
the joys of being well-rounded is getting to see how your pur-
suits interact with and reshape one another. Someone who 
reads novels as a hobby may find some useful philosophical 
examples along the way; they might even take up novel-reading 
partly for this reason. It’s only if they read novels just as a way 
to extract philosophical insights that they fail to appreciate the 
distinctive value of literature; here, novel-reading is just a step 
in their pursuit of philosophy.

Our pursuits need not be things we deliberately set out to 
pursue. Maurice’s wife is a macroeconomist; she follows the 
Fed closely and reads a lot about supply-chain logistics, and she 
likes to talk to Maurice about what she knows. Maurice finds 
macroeconomics hard to understand and honestly pretty dry. 
It’s not what he would have chosen to learn about, but because 
of his wife, he starts to get a handle on the ups and downs of 
interest rates. If, initially, all that Maurice thinks about when 
he’s listening to his wife talk is whether he’s being a good hus-
band, then he’s like Olivia—failing to appreciate the distinctive 
value of macroeconomics. The more they talk, though, the 
more he comes to recognize the value of these conversations. 
This might happen without his realizing it, and he might not 
even find these conversations especially pleasurable—but once 
he sees them as adding distinctive value to his life, macroeco-
nomics is one of his pursuits. It may never be something he goes 
out of his way to make time for—but pursuits, especially casual 
interests, can be taken up patchily and passively.

Appreciating the value of our pursuits doesn’t have to mean 
doing anything especially cognitively taxing. My dog doesn’t 
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spend a lot of time thinking deep thoughts, but she appreciates 
the value of a trip to the beach. Children appreciate the value 
of storytime or sliding down a really tall slide—they care about 
these things. Maurice didn’t affirmatively decide to value mac-
roeconomics and probably can’t pinpoint the date when it came 
to have value for him. All that’s required for us to appreciate the 
value of a pursuit is to see it, in and of itself, as making a differ-
ence to how our lives are going. Olivia, in contrast, is just going 
through the motions of pretending to care about her activities. 
Their interchangeability to her shows that she fails to appreciate 
their value on their own terms.

Finally, the pursuits that add distinctive value to our lives 
don’t have to have some kind of objective value. Even hope-
lessly mundane activities can count as genuine pursuits in the 
right circumstances. Take shopping for office supplies. There’s 
this Japanese brand of chalk (the “Rolls-Royce of chalk”) that’s 
especially prized by mathematicians.16 I know about this chalk 
because, a few years ago, a good friend of mine got really into 
it—reading about it, buying a lot of it, experimenting with how 
to get it to work the best. I mean, this friend was really into this 
chalk. Thanks to him, I switched brands, and he’s right—it’s 
much better than standard blackboard chalk. Still, its only value 
to me is instrumental, in that I wind up with less chalk dust on 
my shirt at the end of class. I’m not more well-rounded in virtue 
of my exposure to this chalk—for me, buying the good chalk is 
like doing any other chore.

16. See Devadoss (2015). When the Japanese company which originally made the 
chalk went out of business, chalk superfans hoarded it, resulting in a robust online 
secondary market for the chalk. It’s now produced by two companies, one Japanese 
and one South Korean.
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For my friend, though, the experience of the chalk is itself 
valuable.17 He might recognize that the chalk doesn’t have any 
kind of inherent value, but it has value of its own for him regard-
less. The chalk is a pursuit for him. This is fully compatible with 
accepting that the chalk has no non-instrumental value for 
others; it’s not like he’s fooled by his interest in the chalk into 
thinking that people who don’t care about it are missing out on 
something important.18 I think this is one of the small but really 
valuable pleasures of life—getting into something, in spite of 
or because of your recognition that it lacks significant value, and 
diving as deeply into it as you can. This is as true for bad movies 
and sports stats as it is for chalk.

Diversity of Character

Diversity of pursuits isn’t just about domain. Imagine that Mau-
rice has pursuits in the same domains as he has now, except that 
all of them are competitive: he and his childhood best friend 
have a bet about who can get to all the ballparks first, he’s aim-
ing to be the best squash player at his gym, and he’s participat-
ing in a contest to register the most new voters in his city. 
Maurice engages in different activities when he’s registering 
voters than when he’s playing serious squash; it takes different 
skills to plan a trip to Fenway Park than to master a backhand 
serve. Maurice values different things about these pursuits, too. 

17. It might even be that my friend is creating value where none existed before 
(Wall and Sobel 2021: 2831–7); see also Bruckner (2016) on “quirky desires.”

18. Indeed, we can appreciate the value of pursuits even when they have overall 
objective disvalue. I love the example of Vjeran Tomic, a French art thief who be-
came captivated by the thought of burgling the Paris Musée d’Art Moderne (and 
succeeded, and wound up doing jail time for it). For more about Tomic, see Halpern 
(2019).
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He cares about making sure people have the opportunity to 
vote, not just about making sure he registers more voters than 
anyone else; he and his friend are racing to visit all the ballparks 
because they both really love baseball.

And yet, because these pursuits are all competitive, some-
thing seems to be missing from Maurice’s life. It would be better 
for him if he occasionally slowed down and didn’t try to win at 
everything he did. An ultra-competitive Maurice is less well-
rounded, because competitive squash, tourism, and political 
activism are all alike in character. Being well-rounded isn’t just 
about what you do but about how you do it. The fourth element 
of the well-rounded life is that its pursuits are diverse in charac-
ter. There are many different ways pursuits can be diverse in 
character; here’s a small sample:

The Snobby and the Sophomoric

In his classic treatise Utilitarianism, the 19th-century British 
moral philosopher John Stuart Mill writes that the higher 
pleasures, those which employ “the higher faculties,” (think, 
composing an intricate and beautiful sestina) are superior to 
the lower pleasures, those involving “mere sensation” (think, 
eating a whole lot of curly fries).19 Competent judges who have 
experienced both think that the higher pleasures are superior—
when people who know the true value of the higher pleasures 
pursue the lower pleasures instead, they are doing so “from in-
firmity of character.”20 But to the extent that Mill really means 
what he seems to be saying here (and Mill scholars disagree 
about how to read this passage), he’s wrong both descriptively 

19. Mill (1867: 14).
20. Mill (1867: 14).
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and prescriptively.21 People with experience of both kinds of 
pleasures do not always see themselves as giving in to tempta-
tion when they choose the lower pleasures, nor should they. 
Molecular gastronomy, with its beakers and gases and liquified 
spheres, can be a delight, even if it takes a PhD in chemistry to 
fully appreciate it—but a fast-food burger is delightful too. It 
takes talent to write, perform, produce, or fully appreciate 
mindless pop music, just as it does to write, perform, produce, 
or fully appreciate the theological and musical complexity of 
Handel’s Messiah.

We can still maintain the distinction between higher and 
lower pleasures—there might be something particularly good 
about those pleasures that do engage our intellects. Someone 
who only ever engages in lower pleasures is missing out. But we 
can recognize the distinctive achievement present in a really 
good lower pleasure; someone who is a snob, who always pre-
fers (or claims to prefer) the higher pleasures, is missing out 
too.22 An aspiring well-rounded person might look for ways to 
incorporate both kinds of pleasure in her pursuits.

The Active and the Passive

Someone might enjoy going to soccer games, have a season pass 
to the local symphony, and relax by watching cooking shows on 
TV. Despite their different domains, these pursuits are all alike: 
they’re all passive, because they all boil down to watching other 
people do things. Passivity on its own is not inimical to 

21. For a fuller discussion of Mill’s view of higher and lower pleasures, see Brink 
(2013: 46–78).

22. See Kieran (2010) for a nice discussion of snobbery; Calhoun points out that 
snobs make themselves more vulnerable to boredom by being willing to engage with 
fewer values (2018: 137).



22  c h a p t e r  1

well-roundedness. It can be valuable, because watching other 
people do something really really well can give us greater ap-
preciation for their mastery of a pursuit.23 But all passive pur-
suits are alike in that they require minimal input from the doer, 
while active pursuits engage our agency in different ways—
cooking requires specialized knowledge, playing the violin re-
quires a steady hand, competing on a soccer team requires some 
degree of physical prowess. If someone only ever watches 
others do interesting things, that person is not as well-rounded 
as he could be.

Alone and With Others

Many pursuits require us to cooperate with others—playing 
music in a band, joining an amateur rugby team, even taking a 
pottery class. But someone whose pursuits are all social does 
seem to be missing out on something. Solo activities—running, 
rock climbing, solitaire, stamp collecting—provide the oppor-
tunity for reflection on one’s own capacities and achievements. 
There’s a distinctive kind of good in being alone with oneself, 
developing and appreciating one’s own talents. There’s a differ
ent kind of good in cooperating with other people, learning 
how to work together and seeing what others do well or badly.

These are just a few aspects of the character of a pursuit. 
There are others: pursuits could be trivial or important, inher-
ited or self-chosen, lifelong or relatively short-term, spontane-
ous or carefully planned, and so on. The key is that how you do 

23. Passivity, Larmore writes, gives us “an openness to life’s surprises which we 
do well to maintain” (1999: 98). I like a related point Hurka makes: “There are many 
lives of all-out activity that fail, through lack of balance, to equal the value of lazier 
lives whose proportion is right” (1987: 734).
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your pursuits contributes to determining how well-rounded 
you are, just as what you do does.

Balanced Appropriately

The fifth element of the well-rounded life is that well-rounded 
people balance their pursuits appropriately. We can achieve this 
balance synchronically (an appropriate balance of pursuits at a 
particular time) and/or diachronically (an appropriate balance 
across time).

Don’t Stretch Yourself  Too Thin

Go back to the case of Olivia, the high-school student who des-
perately wants to get into her top-choice college. Olivia contin-
ues to pursue getting into college with the same determination, 
but she gradually starts to see the distinctive value of cross-
country—running is more fun than she thought at first. She still 
really only cares about getting into college, though, and her 
teammates realize immediately that they still can’t depend on 
her. If she needs to spend more time studying for the SAT, she’ll 
blow off practice; once, she even quit mid-race because her 
mother waved what looked like an admission letter at her while 
cheering her on.

Olivia is more well-rounded than she used to be, but we 
should be skeptical that she values cross-country appropriately 
when we recognize that she’s willing to give up important races 
in exchange for trivial gains in her college-application project. 
Being well-rounded requires budgeting your time and resources 
so that you can stay in touch with the value you see in each 
pursuit. It’s not bad for your central project to receive more at-
tention than your other pursuits do—being well-rounded 
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requires us to make choices—but your other pursuits should 
receive attention commensurate with their value to you. If 
Olivia can’t even commit to finishing a race (a pretty minimal 
condition on valuing cross-country), her pursuits are out of 
balance.

It’s also possible for us to aim for being well-rounded but 
overshoot the mark.24 When we take on too much, we run the 
risk of being stretched too thin. We’re limited beings who can 
only sustain so many projects, goals, hobbies, and interests. It’s 
dangerous for our well-being if we try to take on more than we 
can handle—more than we can be successful at, relative to our 
standards for each pursuit.25 I could take up backgammon as a 
hobby, and, as long as I’m enjoying myself, I could be successful 
relative to my own standards, even if I’m only an amateur player 
who mostly loses to other amateurs. I’m likely to have different 
standards of success for my main projects than for my most 
casual interests. In fact, as we’ ll see in chapter  3, well-
roundedness allows us to appreciate the value of being medio-
cre at our pursuits. People who try to do too much will fail to 
give adequate attention to many, even all, of their pursuits and 
consequently will be less well-rounded than if they’d done 
fewer things but achieved better balance among them.

These two failures of balance are related but distinct. Olivia 
might have enough time for both cross-country and college 

24. Aristotle tells us that most virtues are means between extremes: the brave 
person finds the mean between being cowardly and rash; the person with the virtu-
ous level of wit is neither a buffoon nor a boor (2009: 1107b–1108a). Well-roundedness 
has the same structure; you can overshoot the mark by taking on so much that you 
become stretched too thin.

25. Someone could (at least theoretically) only be able to handle one pursuit. 
Such a person might have admirable self-awareness about his own limits, but he isn’t 
well-rounded.
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applications, but she’s budgeted that time poorly; she can’t suc-
ceed relative to the standard of enjoying her time on the team 
if she can’t let herself ignore her college applications for even a 
moment. A person who tries to simultaneously be a pro skier 
and a famous artist and a devoted parent and a touring musician 
has simply taken on more than she can handle—there is no way 
she could budget her time so as to succeed relative to her stan-
dards for each of these pursuits.

Commitment and Change

Achieving an appropriate balance of pursuits also means bal-
ancing them across time. To live a well-rounded life synchronic-
ally is to be well-rounded at a particular moment. Maurice has 
a well-rounded life right now, but it’s easy to imagine that one 
of these pursuits could come to dominate his life. If his son 
became very ill, we would expect Maurice to shelve his hob
bies in order to take care of him.26 The ebb and flow of our 
pursuits makes an entirely synchronically well-rounded life un-
realistic for most of us.

That means we also need diachronic evaluation of someone’s 
life; we need to know what pursuits a person takes on over time. 
But diachronic evaluation on its own isn’t good enough either. 
When my brother was young, he went through a series of all-
consuming passions—construction, baseball, knights, Army 
guys. At any particular time, he was living a one-dimensional 
life. Everything he did was in the service of a single project—it’s 
just that the single project changed as he got older.

Synchronic well-roundedness is attractive, but focusing too 
much on maintaining a synchronically well-rounded life can get 

26. We’ll consider the moral dimensions of this kind of choice in chapter 6.
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you stuck in a rut. If you aren’t willing to give up on a project 
when it’s no longer good for you, or let a casual interest evolve 
into a more serious hobby, or watch as one of your goals changes 
shape, then you’re less well-rounded than someone who lets her 
pursuits expand and contract as she grows and changes. Dia-
chronic well-roundedness is attractive, but it’s best for us when 
we retain some appreciation of the pursuits we used to have. 
Someone who switches pursuits rapidly, as if she’s become a 
completely different person overnight—snowboarding, sculp-
ture, and Spinoza one day and Descartes, drawing, and demo
lition derby the next—is just a dilettante.27 Genuinely having 
most pursuits requires us to commit. To know whether some-
one was as well-rounded as she could be, we have to know 
whether she maintained genuine commitment to her pursuits 
over time. Diachronic evaluation fills in what synchronic evalu-
ation alone can’t; it gives us insight into whether someone has 
maintained an appropriate commitment to her various pursuits. 
Good well-rounded lives generally display commitment to our 
pursuits in accord with the value each has for us, but they also 
have space for us to evolve and rebalance our pursuits as our 
interests and values change over time.

How Well-Rounded Can You Be?

Someone who’s maximally well-rounded has as many pursuits 
as it’s possible for a person to have over the course of a single 
life. These pursuits are as diverse in domain and character as it’s 
possible for them to be: each pursuit in a different domain, each 
pursued in a different way. She maintains this commitment to 

27. I’ve adapted this point from Raibley, who makes it in the context of a broader 
argument for holism about well-being (2012: 246).
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well-roundedness over the course of her entire life, and she bal-
ances these pursuits appropriately, achieving her desired level 
of success at each.

Not that this is possible for most of us! All of us can handle 
different things—we all have different temperaments, 
strengths, and deficiencies. We might find that our pursuits 
break down into predictable patterns—that we tend to go for 
pursuits which have a competitive cast, or that most of our 
pursuits are connected in some way to our family lives. There 
might be long stretches of our lives in which it’s impossible for 
us to be well-rounded, or we might find it hard to keep from 
taking on more than we can handle. Maximally well-rounded 
people are about as unusual as entirely one-dimensional 
people are. Those of us who are somewhat less than maximally 
well-rounded should be careful to avoid becoming stretched 
too thin. Since the absolute maximum of well-roundedness 
often isn’t possible, we can also evaluate maximal well-
roundedness relative to an individual: an individual is person-
ally maximally well-rounded when he has as diverse a set of 
pursuits as he can handle, relativized to his circumstances and 
his physical and psychological capacities.28

These two maximums, the absolute max and the personal 
max, help us evaluate our lives in distinct ways. Having a sense 
of how much you, personally, can handle helps you to think 
about how to structure your life. When you’re trying to decide 
how to revamp your life in the short term, it may do you little 
good to compare yourself to the maximally well-rounded per-
son. What you need to know is whether you’re operating at the 

28. I’ve made a similar argument (Berg 2018) about the demands of morality. 
Tiberius (2018: 71) distinguishes intersubjective and personal standards of success 
at a pursuit.
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level you’re presently capable of—and, if not, on which 
dimension(s) you’re falling short. Perhaps you don’t have room 
for another hobby, but you notice that your internet browsing 
falls into predictable patterns, and you can at least try to switch 
up your interests so you’re fixating less on politics and finding 
out more about stock-car racing.

Still, you shouldn’t be complacent; you might have room to 
broaden your capacities by stretching yourself physically or 
challenging yourself psychologically. Having a yardstick out-
side yourself might not be all that informative about what you 
should do in the short term, but it can guide your longer-term 
choices. Given the benefits of living a well-rounded life, ben-
efits we’ll get into in the next chapter, it’s prudentially good for 
many people (that is, it adds to their well-being) not just to be 
as well-rounded as they can handle right now but also to 
expand what they’re able to handle. Someone who can only 
succeed at three things relative to his goals may lack the per-
spective to know he’ll never be a great piano player, or the flex-
ibility to balance his amateur kickball league with his family 
life.29 Developing our characters can help get us closer to the 
absolute max.

Summing Up

That’s what it is to be well-rounded. Before we move on to why 
it’s good to live this way, notice three features of this account of 
the well-rounded life: it’s 1) permissive, 2) partly objective and 
partly attitude-dependent, and 3) minimal.

29. Perspective and flexibility are examples of what Tiberius calls the reflective 
virtues (2010: 66–157).
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Permissive

Well-roundedness, as I’ve developed it, is permissive because 
there is no single set of pursuits, or even domains, a person 
must have in order to count as well-rounded. A person can be 
well-rounded without going near sports, or art, or science. If 
you believe that there are certain domains someone must en-
gage with in order to count as well-rounded, then you won’t like 
how permissive this account is.

Yet being stricter means missing out on the diversity of actual 
human life. Well-roundedness is easy to spot when we think of 
famous examples and elevated pursuits: Ben Franklin’s interest 
in politics, science, philosophy, education, chess, and Freema-
sonry; or Hedy Lamarr’s acting career and contributions to the 
development of radio frequency-hopping technology. It might 
be harder to spot in people who live more ordinary lives: the 
meatpacker who works a demanding physical job, spends her 
evenings getting a beer at her union hall, goes to church on Sun-
days, and reads Louis L’Amour paperbacks on the weekends. 
Life isn’t organized like a menu where we have to pick one ap-
petizer, one entrée, one dessert. The world has too many good 
things in it to be able to specify a list of domains well-rounded 
people’s lives must include. The grain of truth in Hurka’s speci-
fication of three perfections is that many people’s lives will in 
fact contain pursuits from a few key domains; physical prowess 
and intellectual engagement are signal human achievements 
that matter to a lot of people. But not everyone: a person can 
live a very well-rounded life even if he never goes near an ath-
letic competition.

Although well-rounded lives are found all across the socio-
economic spectrum, I don’t want to be glib; the resources 
needed to be well-rounded are spread unevenly, and this raises 
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issues of distributive justice. Many years ago, Marx argued that 
capitalism forces people to become one-dimensional, while 
under socialism,

Society regulates the general production and thus makes it 
possible for me to do one thing today and another tomorrow, 
to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in 
the evening, criticize after dinner, just as I have a mind, with-
out ever becoming hunter, fisherman, cowherd, or critic.30

You might be skeptical that what’s needed to ensure opportuni-
ties to be well-rounded is to immanentize the socialist escha-
ton.31 You’ll at least agree, I hope, that our current societal 
arrangements throw up more obstacles to well-roundedness for 
some people than for others.

This is true of the working poor. Jason Derr, a caregiver for 
adults with disabilities in Portland, Oregon, was profiled for a 
series HuffPost did on the lives of the working poor. As he tells 
an interviewer, “I feel like we are unable to participate in hu-
manity, that being alive has a buy-in cost.”32 It’s true of women, 
especially mothers, who have enough trouble balancing career 
and family, let alone the array of pursuits that make someone 
well-rounded.33 It’s even true of socioeconomically elite men, 
who are perhaps more liable than any other group to what jour-
nalist Derek Thompson calls “workism,” the attitude, not always 

30. Marx (1932/2000: 185).
31. The catchy slogan “Don’t immanentize the eschaton!” (more or less, “Don’t 

try to bring about utopia in the here and now”) comes to us from the German-
American political philosopher Eric Voegelin (1952: 120), via the conservative com-
mentator William F. Buckley, Jr. and the youth organization Young Americans for 
Freedom.

32. Schwartz (2017).
33. Slaughter (2012).

(continued...)
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