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           Book Reviews/Comptes rendus 

               Well-Being: Happiness in a Worthwhile Life  
  NEERA K.     BADHWAR   
 Oxford :  Oxford University Press ,  2014 ;  264  pp.;  £41.99 (hardback)  
 doi:10.1017/S0012217315000190 

       Can a morally vicious person live a good life? Ancient philosophers such as Plato and 
Aristotle do not think so. They argue that we must regulate our desires, goals, and 
actions by moral virtues in order to live a good life. But many contemporary philosophers 
such as Bernard Williams, L. W. Sumner, Fred Feldman, and Brad Hooker disagree. 
They think not only that a vicious person can live a good life, but also that,  ceteris 
paribus , the life of a vicious person is no worse than the life of a virtuous person. 

 Neera Badhwar aims to defend the ancient idea against contemporary challenges. 
Specifi cally, she argues that  eudaimonia —or well-being as the highest prudential good 
(HPG)—requires moral virtue. After providing an overview of the relevant literature 
and the content of the book in Chapter 1, in Chapters 2 & 3 Badhwar clarifi es and 
defends the claim that well-being as the HPG consists of happiness in an objectively 
worthwhile life. On her view, a life that achieves the HPG must be not only psycholog-
ically fulfi lling and objectively worthwhile, but also psychologically fulfi lling largely 
 by  being objectively worthwhile. She embraces Aristotle's conception of well-being 
as the most fi nal, self-suffi cient, and most choice-worthy good. She argues that only 
well-being conceived of as happiness in an objectively worthwhile life qualifi es as such 
a good. None of the main subjective conceptions of well-being such as hedonism, desire-
satisfaction, authentic life-satisfaction, individual nature-fulfi llment, and value-based 
life satisfaction can meet Aristotle’s criteria. 

 In Chapter 4, Badhwar advances three theses: (a) autonomy and reality-orientation 
are conditions of objective worth; (b) being realistic entails being autonomous and reality-
oriented; (c) to the extent one is realistic, one is morally virtuous. Badhwar defi nes 
autonomy in terms of reality-orientation: “a person is autonomous just in case, and 
insofar as, she is intellectually and emotionally disposed herself to direct herself by 
her reality-oriented judgments in important areas of her life as a human being and 
individual” (85-86). Badhwar maintains that, since well-being requires autonomy, and 
autonomy requires reality-orientation, well-being requires reality-orientation. A reality-
oriented person is disposed to, though she might fail to, seek truth or understanding 
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about important aspects of her own life and human life in general. If an autonomous and 
reality-oriented person succeeds in attaining truth or understanding and acting upon it 
when circumstances permit, she is realistic. And to the extent she is realistic, she is 
morally virtuous. Badhwar concludes that well-being requires moral virtue. 

 In Chapter 5, Badhwar addresses the objection that being realistic is not always good 
for us: one might know too much for one’s own happiness. Badhwar responds that, 
while being realistic  can  sometimes diminish our well-being by increasing our grief and 
adding nothing of worth to our lives, being unrealistic is  more  likely to diminish our 
well-being than being realistic. In addition, being realistic about some aspects of one’s 
life is necessary for well-being: if one has delusions about, say, one’s character and actions, 
one’s life is not objectively worthwhile. Finally, Badhwar fi nds fault with recent psy-
chological studies that show that people with mild delusions about themselves tend to 
have better lives than highly realistic people. 

 In Chapter 6, Badhwar argues that Aristotle’s view of virtue, which holds that virtue 
requires being realistic, is a plausible theory. But Badhwar does not completely endorse 
Aristotle’s view. She rejects the implicit globalism of Aristotle’s view, which claims 
that, for example, an honest person is honest in every sort of situation that calls for 
honesty. Instead, she argues that virtue is narrowly domain-specifi c: even the most 
virtuous person is not virtuous in every area of his life, and even in areas he virtuous, 
he is not perfectly virtuous. 

 In Chapter 7, Badhwar takes on several objections to the book’s central thesis that 
well-being requires moral virtue. One objection, for example, claims that a life that 
contains some important intellectual or artistic achievements can have the HPG even if 
it is devoid of moral virtues. Badhwar responds that important intellectual or artistic 
achievements actually require moral virtues. For instance, intellectual achievement 
requires intellectual inquiry, which in turn “requires honesty with oneself, open-
mindedness to others’ views, respect … for one’s intellectual peers or superiors, and the 
courage … to accept one’s mistakes” (193). And Badhwar believes that some of these 
are moral virtues. 

 In Chapter 8, Badhwar further clarifi es the central thesis of the book by making two 
points: fi rst, the thesis does not entail that the more virtuous must have more HPG than 
the somewhat less virtuous, for virtue is necessary but not suffi cient for well-being as 
the HPG; second, nor does the thesis entail that the wicked must suffer pain because the 
life of the wicked, though not objectively worthwhile, might still be psychologically 
fulfi lling. 

 While Badhwar makes many engaging and convincing arguments (e.g., the arguments 
against some subjective concepts of well-being), I fi nd the core argument of her book 
fl awed. The argument goes as follows: (1) well-being as the HPG requires being realistic; 
(2) to the extent one is realistic, one is morally virtuous; (3) hence, well-being as the 
HPG requires moral virtue. Premise (2) is a little ambiguous. It seems to mean that, if 
one is not morally virtuous, one is not realistic, for otherwise the argument would be 
invalid. Additionally, at one place, Badhwar writes, “realism entails a life of virtue” (25). 
But if premise (2) means that if one is not morally virtuous, one is not realistic, then it 
seems false. For a person who is not morally virtuous might not only be autonomous 
and reality-oriented but also succeed in attaining truth or understanding about important 
aspects of one's own life and human life in general. In any case, Badhwar never makes 
any argument for premise (2). And she explicitly admits that an autonomous person can 
be vicious under certain circumstances. 
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 On the whole, Badhwar has written an insightful and challenging book even though 
its core argument is untenable. Anyone concerned with issues surrounding virtue, 
happiness, and well-being would benefi t from refl ecting on this book.  

    XINGMING     HU             Fordham University  


