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What makes, or makes up, a good life?  Is making a good life more like making a 

chair or more like making up a tale?  Can it be done with a rational plan, or are wild 

flights of improvisation required?  My “makeup” means my physical, mental, and 

moral composition – my essence, in other words – but it also means cosmetics.  Isn’t 

there always a risk that my “good life” is just makeup, plastered over the fearsome face 

of my real life?   To make up is to become reconciled.  Should I become reconciled 

with my life, or should I maintain a critical distance?  Maker is another term for God; is 

it presumptuous to think that I can make my own life?  “Make-up work” is work that I 

should have done earlier.  By the time I get to wondering about the good life, I have 

already lived much of my life: my path is pretty well set.  Is it too late for make-up 

work?  Will I be fooling myself, doing mere make-work?   

If I were religious, I could turn to authoritative scriptures and traditions, aided by 

authoritative interpreters.  They might not answer all my questions, but they would 

provide a common, well-tested vocabulary, a set of principles, and some commandments 

to follow.  If I were a practicing Jew, I could consult the Torah, the Talmud, and my 

rabbi.  Instead, I find myself with a vaguely Talmudic cast of mind but with the whole 

world as my Talmud.  I’m not bound to consider the Torah more authoritative than an 

aboriginal myth about the Dreamtime or Darwin's Origin of Species or Shakespeare's 

King Lear or Whitman's Leaves of Grass.  I might consult a biblical psalm, but I might 

also consult a robin threedling in a cherry tree. 

Of course, I am who I am: a partial, earthbound creature with a specific history 

and a limited point of view.  I'm not a Martian, to whom all earthly traditions and 

cultures are equally meaningful.  What I know best, and what I am most apt to use, are 
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the traditions that saturate my culture.  None of my basic attitudes are my own creation.  

I absorbed them -- largely unexamined -- from sources like parents, family, friends, 

teachers, books, popular songs, and movies.  Nonetheless, in trying to find words for 

those attitudes, in trying to put them into conversation with other people's attitudes, in 

trying to remain open to change, I am free to roam throughout culture, history, and 

nature. 

For monotheistic thinkers, or thinkers shaped by monotheism, my position may 

seem to lead inevitably to despair, selfish materialism, or an arduous attempt to create a 

whole new set of values.  But I was not raised a monotheist, nor was I raised to feel the 

absence of monotheism as a collapse, a fall, or a wasteland.  To me it has always seemed 

simply normal. I'm not an atheist, because I was never a theist.  I don't believe in 

providence, the supernatural, life after death, or the existence of a single narrative that 

could justify the cosmos; but my irreligion has never made me experience the world as 

disenchanted, because I experience many things that fill me with awe. A robin singing 

in a tree is as uncanny to me as a psalm.  And the Book of Psalms, despite my lack of 

religion, is entirely uncanny and beautiful to me. 

If all the goodness in the world does not flow out of a single godhead, that does 

not make me doubt the existence of goodness.  My lack of religion does not carry me far 

from the ethic shared by Rabbi Hillel and Jesus: "do unto others as you would have 

them do unto you."  I believe that our most common values -- including goodness, 

truth, and beauty – are biological instincts shaped and elaborated by culture.  What 

interests me is not whether they exist but how I should interpret and use them in living 
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my life.  Even when I turn to values that are less universal, such as equality, I am 

interested less in how to justify them than in how to use them. 

In trying to uncover my core attitudes, I dwelt on words.  I turned various words 

over in my mind and waited to see which ones seemed the most essential, the most 

luminous.  In the end, I settled on ten: goodness, truth, meaning, beauty, wonder, joy, 

justice, equality, freedom, and love.  Stopping at ten was a little arbitrary.  It's tempting 

to include an eleventh, like peace; it's also tempting to pare the list back and see, for 

example, if equality could be subsumed within justice.  But I find these ten quite 

workable as a provisional constitution for what makes up a good person, a good life, 

and a good society -- or, to put it another way, as criteria to use in making decisions and 

judgments. 

My ten words form the loosest of systems.  They often conflict with each other, 

and I have not been able to enunciate any overarching rule for dealing with their 

conflicts, beyond this one: when in doubt, opt for goodness.  In part this rule stems from 

my feeling, derived from various traditions, that goodness is the paramount value.  In 

part, it is a procedural "check and balance:" opt for goodness to compensate for the way 

my selfish urges disguise themselves and thwart my attempts at reason and impartiality. 

The conflict of core values can be comic, tragic, or banal.  It makes things 

messier and more inconclusive than many philosophers and dogmatists would like.  It 

makes the Talmudic conversation potentially endless -- hedged only by our limited 

ability to juggle opposing points of view and by the need, at a certain point, to stop 

talking and act.  What should I do on Saturday afternoon: volunteer for a political 

candidate or read poetry?  Goodness, justice, and equality pull me one way; joy, 
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beauty, and wonder pull me the other.  Freedom pulls me both ways, depending on 

whether I am thinking of my freedom or other people's.  No set of rules can spew out an 

automatic answer or an explanation that would be authoritative for you.  Using my ten 

words as guides does not yield me a scientific result.  But it does provide me with 

impersonal principles to counteract my selfishness. 

It also opens up the possibility of conversation.  If I justify my decision in 

common terms, then you can discuss it with me.  In that discussion, you can find false 

assumptions I made or selfish motives I was hiding.  You can question my 

interpretations of goodness and beauty; you can persuade me to change them. You can 

argue, for example, "you yourself just said, when in doubt, opt for goodness.”   I 

respond, "but I need to read poetry in order to write it better, and if I write good poetry 

I'll be helping other people by creating beauty for them to enjoy."  You rebut, "political 

action will make your poetry richer than time spent reading other people's poems."  Or 

you say, "reading poems sounds like more joy to you now, but that's a false impression 

caused by laziness; once you come with me and work you'll actually enjoy it more."  

You won't have the opportunity to persuade me with reasonable rhetoric unless we have 

or can create a shared vocabulary. 

Values are endlessly contested and contestable.  My ten values conflict with 

each other, with other values of mine, and with motivations (such as selfishness) that I 

don't officially value.  They also conflict with other people's values, interpretations, 

and motivations.  If our society formally adopted my ten values and posted them in 

every courtroom and classroom, they would not silence debate or create a Utopia.  Even 

if we never argued about the interpretations and applications of the ten values, they 
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would not solve all our problems.  In addition to their permanent conflict with our bad 

motives, values also run into problems created by how societies are organized -- 

problems that vary by epoch and culture but never vanish entirely. 

Take the problem of scale.  With six billion people on the earth, this age-old 

problem becomes increasingly severe.  Choices that seem irrelevant and "free" to each 

individual have dire consequences when aggregated.  In choosing to run my air 

conditioner, I don't see any harmful effects; but when millions of people run their air 

conditioners, drastic harm to the environment results.  My vote for president -- one of 

hundreds of millions of votes -- seems so inconsequential that I don't bother voting; but 

when millions of people don’t vote, we end up with a president most of us did not want. 

Another modern problem stems from the way we organize our economy.  

Corporations are structured perfectly to avoid confronting values.  The managers' duty 

is to maximize shareholder returns.  The shareholders' role is to make money for 

themselves, not to police the ethical or aesthetic values of the company (and, in general, 

shareholders are too remote and diffuse to exercise their power, anyway).  The workers 

are expected to exchange their labor for a paycheck, not to control the company's 

values.  The consumers’ job is to find the best "value" for their money, and, like 

shareholders, consumers are usually too isolated to use their power.  The lawyers, 

advertisers, accountants, management consultants and others who contract with the 

corporation see their job as advocating for the corporation's goals, not as forming them.  

No one is minding the moral store.  Government does some policing around the edges, 

but it can't begin to stop all the illegal practices, much less all the immoral ones.  No 
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law forbids me to make a shoddy product and use manipulative advertising to persuade 

masses of people to buy it. 

Another key question about values is what institutions exist to transmit, 

encourage, and enforce them.  Traditionally, religions have furnished the most powerful 

institutions for promoting values.  While the United States remains remarkably religious, 

an increasing number of its culture-makers no longer find religion authoritative.   

Families, too, have lost power due to increased mobility and changes in family 

structure.   Fewer children grow up surrounded by adult authorities such as 

grandparents, aunts, uncles, and two parents. Increased mobility, urbanization, and 

suburbanization mean that neighborhoods and ethnic enclaves exert less authority over 

individuals. 

Who picks up the slack left by the declining authority of churches, families, 

neighborhoods, and ethnic groups?  Three obvious contenders are government, schools, 

and media.  All three of these have grown in their cultural influence, but none more 

explosively than the media, especially television.  Television is a strange authority, 

however, because it influences values so pervasively and yet so casually, so "along the 

way."  For governments and schools, promoting values through laws and teaching is a 

core function.  Television programming, on the other hand, exists to sell and exhibit 

advertising; the good or bad values it promotes are incidental.  A huge portion of our 

cultural activity is devoted to persuading each other that we will be more attractive, 

important, and happy if we buy certain products. 

I don't think our culture is necessarily declining; I would be hard pressed to say 

that the total sums of truth, beauty, and goodness were greater in some other epoch or 
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society. I 'm quite happy to live when and where I am living.  Each age raises unique 

challenges to enduring values.  Every culture has its own forms of cruelty and 

selfishness, as well as its own forms of kindness and altruism.  The intense 

commercialization of our culture may be for the best; it's nearly impossible to know 

from a vantage point in the middle of it.  But it certainly has its negatives, including a 

tendency to shape us as selves in a perpetual search for personal gratification rather than 

as souls in search of transcendent values. 

People want to be something more sacred than consumers.  In this country, many 

still find their souls reflected in the great monotheisms: Christianity, Judaism, and Islam.  

For the fundamentalist wings of these faiths, the decline in authority suffered by religion 

and family generates an attempt to restore and secure it with dogma -- to stop the endless 

conversation with some authoritative last words.  For the non-religious, the lack of 

authority may lead to nihilism, despair, or frantic hedonism.  Others turn to new age 

spiritualities or self-help manuals offering spiritual fulfillment without self-sacrifice.  

Many of us, though, are interested in a conversation about values that eschews 

dogmatism and nihilism: an account of people, society, and values that never abandons 

reason but does not presume to explain away wonder, and an idealism -- an attempt to 

live according to ideals, rather than caprices -- that never leaves the earth. 

 

 

 

 


