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Fowers et al. (2017) recently made a general argument for virtues as the characteristics necessary for individuals to flourish, given inherent human limitations. For example, people can flourish by developing the virtue of friendship as they navigate the inherent (healthy) human dependency on others. This general argument also illuminates a pathway to flourishing during the COVID-19 pandemic, the risks of which have induced powerful fears, exacerbated injustices, and rendered life and death decisions far more common. Contexts of risk and fear call for the virtue of courage. Courage has emerged more powerfully as a central virtue among medical personnel, first responders, and essential workers. Longstanding inequalities have been highlighted during the pandemic, calling for the virtue of justice. When important personal and public health decisions must be made, the central virtue of practical wisdom comes to the fore. Wise decisions and actions incorporate the recognition of relevant moral concerns and aims, as well as responding in fitting and practical ways to the specifics of the situation. Practicing courage, justice, and practical wisdom illuminates a path to flourishing, even in a pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

The year 2020 has been one of the most tumultuous, uncertain, and defining in living memory, with the COVID-19 pandemic and global political unrest vying with World War II, the Great Depression, and the Flu of 1918 as among the greatest challenges to physical, mental, and social health in modern times. As the virus rages across the globe, hospitals and medical personnel are being overwhelmed: as of February, 2021, there have been over 100,000,000 confirmed COVID-19 cases and 2,000,000 COVID-19 related deaths worldwide; in the United States alone, there have been over 27,000,000 confirmed COVID-19 cases and over 400,000 COVID-19 related deaths (WHO, 2021). It is heart-breaking that many of those deaths occur without the comforting physical presence of loved ones and communal mourning has been extremely limited. The painstaking development of new treatment regimens and newly released vaccines are the sole rays of hope in many countries, including the United States (Johns Hopkins University Coronavirus Resource Center, 2020).

The coronavirus’ impact, however, extends much further than its biological course or mortality rate can express. The pandemic has cost tens of millions of people their loved ones, their jobs, their businesses, and their food security. Although a very helpful public safety tool, social distancing measures have increased social isolation and uncertainty amid the unprecedented rates of psychological distress during the pandemic (Fowers and Wan, 2020). Accordingly, mental health has been adversely affected in many populations (e.g., Munasinghe et al., 2020; Gallagher et al., 2021; Yıldırım et al., 2021), but various indices of positive outlook, hope, and resilience have been found to buffer that stress.

COVID’s widespread impact is unlike anything the modern world has seen. When one couples the pandemic with the global social unrest related to police violence against people of color and the vitriolic partisanship and nationalist politics of our times, it can seem as though the human world is coming apart at the seams. We begin this article by identifying three thematic difficulties exacerbated by the pandemic: risk, injustice, and complexity. We then discuss how the virtues of courage, justice, and practical wisdom can help us to handle these difficulties and illuminate a pathway to flourishing, even during a pandemic. We do not claim that the difficulties of risk, injustice, and complexity are the only difficulties exacerbated by the pandemic, nor do we claim that the three virtues of courage, justice, and practical wisdom are the only useful virtues in addressing difficulties exacerbated by the pandemic. We highlight these three difficulties and these three virtues for their salience in the pandemic, and because they provide a compelling account of the relevance of a neo-Aristotelian virtue perspective for practical psychological life. We see this as worthwhile especially as this neo-Aristotelian perspective parallels Positive Psychology 2.0 (PP2.0).



RISK

There are three intensifying features of the risks we face amidst this pandemic and social unrest. First, we are reckoning with threats that are largely invisible, yet threaten our lives and livelihoods. Second, although both the virus and racialized violence are continually roiling through societies, either one can burst out suddenly and unexpectedly. Widespread uncertainty and fear result partly from the slow, painstaking acquisition of knowledge and the continued search for effective treatments and shortages of vaccines and testing supplies. These multi-faceted risks can be summarized as both uncertain certainties (e.g., the possibility of death, the higher likelihood of the virus adversely affecting older populations and those with pre-existing medical conditions) and certain uncertainties (e.g., the exact risk each individual has, precisely what type of exposure is needed to contract the virus). Finally, to make matters worse, most people are dealing with these difficulties with far greater social isolation than in ordinary times. Social connections are primary contributors to well-being as well as stress moderators. We are having to dig deep in our individual and collective resources to cope with and manage these challenges. We will argue that courage is the virtue that is central to addressing risk well.



INJUSTICE

The pandemic has also shined a harsh light on longstanding inequity and injustice in the degree of societal justice involving the distribution of harms and benefits1. A category of workers has acquired newfound recognition, although they have always been with us: “essential workers.” Those officially referred to in the United States as “essential critical infrastructure workers” (healthcare, pharmaceutical, and food supply workers) were informed by the United States Department of Homeland Security in 2020 of their “special responsibility to maintain their normal work schedule” (Krebs, 2020). Unlike the large number of workers who could transition to remote work to prioritize their health and safety, essential workers were mandated by the executive branch of the United States government to put the health and safety of others ahead of their own. Although it is heartening to have these workers’ value recognized explicitly, their jobs remain low-paying and disproportionately populated by people of color (Long et al., 2020). Despite the designation of “essential,” a recent examination pointed out that although we often celebrate people working in medicine, “we may think of course of the nurses and doctors treating patients; but we ought to think too of the people scrubbing and disinfecting the walls and floors” (Kinder, 2020). One worker expressed this lack of recognition by saying, “people are not looking at people like us on the lower end of the spectrum. We’re not even getting respect.” Others state their yearning for appreciation and recognition, a desire for “a thank you. ‘I am glad you are here, thank you for coming to work.’ Hazard pay. Anything.” (Kinder, 2020). In addition, the very act of deeming some workers “essential” has the unintended effect of devaluing the work of others who have lost their livelihoods (e.g., hospitality, entertainment, and arts workers) and whose work has not been recognized as sufficiently important to the good of our communities to merit the risk it entails.

In addition, everyone understands that medical professionals, first responders, and military personnel take on occupational risks beyond what other workers accept. These workers understand they must take outsized risks during crises and that they will often be the first ones called upon to take those risks. For these workers, the pandemic intensified pre-pandemic demands, and they were trained and equipped to engage with issues of life and death. In contrast, supermarket employees or postal service workers have not historically needed to consider such stress or intensity when accepting or conducting their jobs. Therefore, there are many millions who have been required to perform “front line work” who neither signed up for nor are compensated adequately for these risks. This seems to be an inequitable distribution of very consequential risk.

It is also necessary to recognize the historical injustice regarding access to health care in the United States, and the disproportionate toll of illness and death from COVID-19 suffered by people of color (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020) with, for example, Blacks comprising just under 13% of the population (United States Census Bureau, 2020) and making up 17% of COVID-19 deaths. This disproportionate suffering, death, and loss have highlighted the history of less adequate medical care and support for health available to these populations. For these reasons, we will argue that people with the virtue of justice are needed to work toward a fairer sharing of burdens and benefits.



COMPLEXITY

The complexity of the pandemic is another of its vexing features. Governments across the globe have confronted difficult issues about how to communicate with the public about risk, risk-management, changing information due to slowly increasing knowledge, and changing information about the likely future. Governments have also struggled with where to allocate resources to combat the virus and its effects. Many of these difficulties involve grappling with what seemed like contradictory or at least conflicting goals such as how to keep a country and its economy afloat, while also keeping its citizens safe and healthy. Some governments emphasized safety over the economy, some focused more on the economy than on safety, and some attempted to balance the two.

There are also extremely complex, consequential decisions forced on medical personnel as health care systems become increasingly overwhelmed. Difficult decisions are necessary in triaging and treatment planning given the limits on equipment and personnel. How does one estimate the likelihood of successful treatment with such an unpredictable illness? It is overwhelming to be in a position that seems to require determining which life is more valuable or worth saving than another.

This complexity is apparent in business and education as well. Many small businesses face the serious threat of going out of business permanently, with potentially devastating financial, social, and emotional consequences. Choosing or being compelled to prioritize the safety of the community through closing, or even severely reducing the number of people they can serve, has led to widespread job and business losses. Tough decisions have also been necessitated in education. There is little doubt that students and teachers alike prefer to be in the classroom environment over tele-classrooms, and that being in the physical classroom has long-lasting academic and social benefits that virtual education does not. Yet, government officials and school administrators must decide how to prioritize the health and well-being of students, staff, and teachers, the ability of parents to work, the educational benefits of in-person schooling, and the many other services schools provide.

Many personal decisions during the pandemic are challenging. A common thread in decision-making throughout COVID-19 has been attempting to balance what is best for an individual or “in-group” with what is best for others or the collective. For many, including medical professionals, first responders, and essential workers, the combination of risks to their own safety, their patient’s safety, and to their friends and families’ safety make for difficult decisions. Given the extremity of needs, one could choose to work over-time, which may appear noble and other-focused, but also may result in work-undermining fatigue or becoming ill and may put their colleagues at increased risk as well.

Another set of complex decisions is necessary for individuals needing non-COVID medical procedures. Given the danger associated with going to the hospital during the pandemic, and the limited resources and under-staffing many institutions face, many patients have chosen to delay treatments even for critical care such as heart attacks and strokes. In addition, many surgeries or appointments have been deemed by medical centers as “elective,” leading to cancelation or rescheduling. Although this rescheduling will not have dire consequences for many, there are others with serious, even life-threatening illnesses other than COVID (e.g., cancer treatment). We do not think there are any simple or universal answers for any of these complexities, but we do think they can be handled more or less wisely, so we will discuss how the virtue of practical wisdom can help.



SUMMARY

The risks, systemic unfairness, and complexities of the pandemic have been extremely difficult for individuals and societies to manage, and there are many disagreements about how to best respond to these intensified problems. Clearly, some leaders and individuals have managed the difficulties better than others and understanding the capacities that make good leadership (and followership) possible can be beneficial today and in the future.

The key resources we discuss in this article are individual virtues and the collective encouragement and support for virtuous action. It is important to make explicit reference to the communal aspects of virtues, so that we are not misunderstood to see virtues as entirely internal to individuals. We must keep in mind that people are taught virtues by others, that communities and societies can value and promote virtues or devalue them, and that individuals are strongly influenced by others in their actions, virtuous or otherwise. Our view is that human action is always deeply and inextricably entwined with others, which, of course, includes virtuous action (Fowers, 2015, 2017; Fowers et al., 2017).

In this article, we will focus on the virtues of courage and justice, and the meta-virtue of practical wisdom. Situations of threat or risk call for the virtue of courage, balancing burdens and benefits in a consistently fair manner requires the virtue of justice, and when complex, multidimensional, and consequential decisions must be made, practical wisdom comes to the fore. We will argue that these virtues are necessary precisely because humans are frail creatures who can easily go wrong when at risk, balancing burdens and benefits, or in need of making wise decisions. A more general case for virtues as the very characteristics that make it possible for one to act well in circumstances that reveal our human limitations was made by Fowers et al. (2017), who discussed friendship as the excellence associated with dependency, compassion as the virtue involved in suffering, and reverence and humility as the virtues involved in human limits. Because human limitations are always evident and life is challenging even in ordinary times, the virtues become the most promising pathway to flourishing as a human being, even in pandemic times.



WHAT IS VIRTUE?

Many scholars use the term virtue colloquially, which may be sufficient for some purposes, but because this paper focuses specifically on virtues, it is incumbent on us to provide a clear conceptualization of virtue. Broadie (1991) described virtues simply and succinctly by saying that, “an excellence or virtue, as Plato and Aristotle understand that concept, is nothing but a characteristic which makes the difference between functioning and functioning well” (p. 37).

We take a neo-Aristotelian approach to virtues that portrays them with multiple features: Virtues (1) are acquired traits that (2) vary in strength across individuals, (3) are responsive to social roles, (4) are sensitive to the specifics of the situation, (5) facilitate the pursuit of valued aims, (6) make it possible to live well, (7) show up in behavior, (8) are based on knowledge, (9) are fully and properly motivated, and (10) are guided by practical wisdom (Fowers et al., 2021). Virtuous action means that one knowingly chooses to act in ways that conduce to worthwhile goals, given the specifics of the situation, and with the kind of harmonious motivation and emotion that arises from having a settled disposition to do so. In addition, Aristotle (1999) suggested that virtues are the most fitting response to a given situation, being flanked by a vice of deficiency and a vice of excess. We discuss each of these features in what follows. We exemplify these features with the virtue of courage because it is so salient during this pandemic.

Of course, we recognize that our portrayal of the relationship between virtue ethics and flourishing is one among many, and we are open to critique and reformulation based on other perspectives. Other scholars have conceptualized this relationship differently and emphasized other domains, such as psychotherapy (Wong, 2017; Jankowski et al., 2020) and organizational behavior (Newstead et al., 2018). Perhaps most similar to the neo-Aristotelian approach we take is within PP 2.0 which sees virtue as a critical aspect of improving the lives of people and the functioning of society as a whole (Wong, 2011).


Acquired, Scalar Traits

We see virtues as traits that are acquired through practice and guidance, and those traits vary across individuals. We suggest they are traits because Aristotle (1999) focused on virtues as “settled dispositions” that are stable and reliable. If one is to act courageously, especially when that action is called for suddenly and unexpectedly, as often occurs, one must be prepared to be courageous by having already acquired the trait. Importantly, we suggest that virtues are scalar (vary in strength across individuals) as opposed to the view that one either has a complete virtue or does not (Cokelet and Fowers, 2019).



Sensitive to Roles and Situations

Although we see virtues as traits, this does not mean that anyone would exhibit courage constantly and in exactly the same ways across roles and situations. One of the aspects of virtues that the pandemic has highlighted is that roles are extremely important. This shows up with courage in that medical personnel, first responders, and a wide range of essential workers have been called upon by society to put their health at greater risk (act more courageously) than people in many other roles. These work roles place special demands on the individuals who fulfill them. For example, medical professionals risk their own health and safety (and that of their loved ones) each time they work a shift. In addition, situational variation means that courage will be evident in many different ways in a single individual’s experience. For example, food delivery workers must risk exposure to the virus to bring necessary food to others at work, but when they are not working, taking a similar level of risk would not be advisable. If one is caring for someone who is ill with the virus, that caring will require greater risk taking than the periods before or after the caregiving. This variation means that there is no one right way to be courageous, and that the demands of courage vary widely, between and within individuals and across situations and roles.



Valued Aims and Living Well

The reason that virtue theorists believe that roles and situations provide important guidance for virtue expression is that roles and situations often afford the pursuit of specific valued aims, such as health, public safety, and dignity. The reason it is sensible for medical personnel to put their health at risk is that they are working to maintain or re-establish the health of their patients. The reason that public demonstrations led by social justice advocates are worth the risk to public health is the aim of greater social justice. In other words, the justification for taking risks is that there is something important at stake. From a neo-Aristotelian perspective, risk-taking is not courageous when it serves lesser ends such as thrill-seeking or showing off.

We see discussions of virtues that do not recognize the linkage of virtue and the pursuit of a good life as incomplete. In our view, virtues are the characteristics that enable people to reliably and successfully pursue worthwhile ends, such as public health. From our neo-Aristotelian perspective, the best way to live is to experience a felicitous combination of worthwhile aims, such as belonging, societal justice, health, and social harmony. The focus on these elements of a good life is a key premise of Aristotle’s ethics and it differentiates his view from more common contemporary ethics, which tends to focus on doing the right thing based on ethical principles or the consequences of actions. That is, Aristotle saw the aim of ethics as promoting the best possible life for oneself and one’s communal world, and that includes multiple goods rather than a singular good.



Behavior

Virtues must be evident in action to qualify as virtues. For the virtue of courage, it is obvious that brave thoughts or feelings are insufficient without acting in ways that involve risk taking. Of course, virtuous courage is not appropriate to every situation, but when a circumstance calls for courageous action, a person with the virtue of courage will take the appropriate risks to seek or maintain worthwhile aims.



Knowledge

Just as brave thoughts are insufficient, so is behavior that is not guided by knowledge about courage and the knowing intent to act courageously. Knowledge is important because when a person incidentally or accidentally takes risks, this cannot count as courage. The virtue of courage requires that one knowingly takes risks that are justified by acknowledged and valued aims.



Emotion and Motivation

Our view is that virtues require concordant emotion and motivation. Courage is the virtue that enables people to confront fear-inducing situations excellently. This is not to say that a courageous person is completely fearless. Many circumstances evoke fear, especially in the current pandemic: caring for an ailing loved one, being deemed an essential worker, being a member of a marginalized group during a time of increased violence, or working on the front lines of the medical, public policy, or policing professions. Indeed, one way to go wrong in the domain of risk-taking is failing to recognize real risks that properly evoke fear. Many situations engender fear in reasonable people. Being able to appropriately respond to fear-inducing situations does not mean that fear itself is problematic or should be eliminated. Rather, fear is a basic and powerful emotion that helps us recognize and respond to dangers.

In confronting fears, we must take risks to our physical or mental health, our social standing, and so forth. Risk taking only counts as a virtue when one willingly takes the risk and is fully motivated to do so. This concordance of behavioral and motivational states is discussed in terms of duty and desire. Acting virtuously means wanting to act in ways that seem best, without significant conflict between desire and duty. When one acts in a good way, but does not want to, this is a conflict between desire and duty known as continence (Aristotle, 1999; Fowers, 2008). Continent action is clearly worthwhile, but it is both easier and better when one wholeheartedly wants to do what is for the best. Courage is a virtue precisely because one acts resolutely despite one’s justified fears. That is, courage is not the lack of fear, but its mastery.



Practical Wisdom

According to Aristotle (1999), virtues such as courage are guided by practical wisdom (phronesis), which is what makes practical wisdom a meta-virtue. One of the main functions of practical wisdom is to clarify what courage, for example, consists in, by taking into account both the dangers and opportunities of the given situation and the worthwhile aims that can be pursued. This shows up clearly in Aristotle’s formulation of the structure of virtues, being flanked by vices of deficiency and excess. Courage is an excellent example of this structure because courage is called for in situations of risk and danger. Enacting the virtue of courage means taking the appropriate amount of risk given both the degree of danger and the ends (e.g., health, safety) that are at stake. When one shrinks from taking risks that are justified by the ends, this is a deficiency of risk-taking, often termed cowardice. Avoiding necessary risks may represent an excessive sensitivity to fear. Suppose a doctor is excessively sensitive to fear, and that doctor freezes instead of providing appropriate care to a very sick patient. Inaction would be a significant failing because inaction would not promote the good of the patient’s health. When one takes risks that are too great in view of the ends at stake, this is an excess of risk-taking, also called recklessness. For example, suppose a doctor were completely insensitive to fear and rushed into treating the patient without following established safety protocols. This doctor would fail to recognize the danger of the situation and therefore take excessive risks to his or her health. Practical wisdom is the capacity to properly recognize the appropriate degree of risk-taking. That is, practical wisdom helps us to recognize what courage amounts to, given both the specifics of the situation and the ends at play.

The COVID pandemic has clarified how situations and roles affect our judgments about the risks that are worth taking. Risking one’s health, indeed one’s life, has become far more common in this time, and those risks are regularly undertaken by medical workers, first responders, and people who produce and transport vital goods for others’ health (e.g., food, medicine). This risk-taking is courageous because the ends are so valuable that sizable risks are justified. In contrast, taking serious risks for the sake of entertainment or to obtain trivial items is seen by public safety experts as reckless because those ends do not warrant the danger incurred. Put another way, the dangerous risks undertaken by a nurse count as courage, whereas similar risks would be excessive for an ordinary person going to a neighborhood party. In addition, the nurse has extensive training, access to the necessary safety equipment (usually), and a team of professionals, all of which increases safety. Nurses generally take the risks they do knowingly, intentionally, with concordant motivation and emotion, and on a foundation of training.

In this context, it is easy to see why Aristotle did not propose that there is a simple and singular way to enact the virtues because variations in situational specifics and role requirements are potentially endless. Rather, Aristotle proposed a meta-virtue, practical wisdom, which entails attending to the morally salient details of a situation, planning actions, and integrating reason and emotions. We turn now to discussing the three salient virtues we have selected for emphasis in this paper: courage, justice, and practical wisdom.



COURAGE AS A PATHWAY TO FLOURISHING THROUGH FRAILTY

Human beings are frail creatures because we can be harmed physically, psychologically, socially, or materially. It is important that we reckon with these dangers with open eyes so that we can successfully manage the risks to our safety and well-being. The emotion of fear is a powerful part of human harm avoidance that appears to have analogs in virtually all vertebrates (LeDoux, 2012). The perception that a risk is significant can lead to autonomic nervous system arousal, and freeze, flight, or fight behavioral responses. During the pandemic, perceived risk is a significant predictor of depression (Gallagher et al., 2021; Yıldırım et al., 2021). Therefore, humans appear to be naturally endowed with fear, which evolved because it helped our ancestors to avoid harms that impeded reproduction. That is, fear evolved because it helps us deal with our frailty.

We agree with Aristotle (1999) that humans have choices in how we respond to our circumstances, and situations of risk are generally no exception. Of course, risk and fear can be so overwhelming that no choice is possible, but this extremity is fortunately rare in ordinary life. The neo-Aristotelian aim is to habituate good choices and actions in response to situations that arise, and these responses are the virtues. In cases of risk and fear, courage is required. Recall that courage is understood as the appropriate degree of risk-taking, and that one can go wrong by shrinking from taking risks to pursue a valued aim (deficiency of cowardice) or by plunging into unnecessary or unwarranted risks given the ends at stake (excess of recklessness).

Our neo-Aristotelian view is that flourishing as a human being is a matter of regularly participating in a wide range of human goods, such as health, safety, pleasure, friendship, and so forth. These goods are frequently threatened in various ways. The pandemic is an excellent example of a threat that puts virtually all human goods at risk. COVID-19 is an obvious risk to health and life itself, but the recommendations to socially distance, wear masks, and avoid congregating also threaten our enjoyment of life, our relationships with others, and our social cohesion. The lack of regular, in-person contact with people with differing backgrounds may also threaten our ability to promote social justice.

As Aristotle (1999) pointed out, gods do not have to worry about threats to their well-being, but humans do. Because participating in human goods is the way to flourish, and those goods can be threatened, the capacity to respond courageously to those risks is necessary for a good human life. The courage that has been so prominently and consistently displayed by so many people during this pandemic has been inspiring. Conversely, the recklessness of many people has deepened and prolonged the pandemic, contributing to unnecessary suffering and death. Because it is public health that is at stake, we endorse Aristotle’s (1999) exhortation to “feel [fear and confidence] at the right times, with reference to the right objects, toward the right people, with the right motive, and in the right way, …and this is characteristic of virtue” (1106 b 17–23). Of course, having good judgment about risk-taking is no simple matter, and Aristotle presented practical wisdom as the capacity to make good decisions and take appropriate action, which we discuss more fully below.



JUSTICE AS A PATHWAY TO FLOURISHING THROUGH FRAILTY

Courage has been widely recognized during the COVID-19 pandemic, but it is also clear that the risks and benefits of the pandemic have not been equitably distributed. Aristotle (1999) famously called humans “political animals,” and one way to understand politics is in justice terms: the process of distributing burdens and benefits. Justice can refer to both a societal arrangement of those distributions and as a virtue. The virtue of justice refers to being a person who is a “performer of just actions” (Aristotle, 1999, 1129a 8). We focus on justice as a virtue in this section.

There are many ways to parse the concept of justice, but in this discussion of the pandemic, we focus on a fair distribution of benefits and burdens. Thus, the virtue of justice is enacted when an individual actively, knowingly, and with proper motivation contributes to an equitable distribution burdens and benefits. This virtue is flanked by a vice of excess, as when people take more than their share of benefits (e.g., vaccines, food, supplies) and less than their share of burdens (e.g., risks, cost). The vice of excess can emerge due to a disproportionate focus on benefiting oneself (egocentricity) or on benefiting one’s group (ethnocentricity). Both biases are common and inimical to well-being (Fowers, 2015).

We see the vice of deficiency arising when one forgoes appropriate benefits and accepts excessive burdens. Aristotle (1999) did not believe that this vice of deficiency existed because he did not believe that one could treat oneself unfairly. Contemporary scholarship on the internalization of oppression (e.g., Gale et al., 2020) has clarified that people who are exploited or stigmatized frequently come to believe that they deserve less and become used to claiming less than their fair share. That is, people can be taught that they deserve less than their fair share by oppression, stigmatization, and marginalization, and this becomes internalized and ascribed to oneself or one’s group rather than to the oppression itself.

In a crisis such as this pandemic, it is common for many people to reflexively take more than their share (e.g., toilet paper hoarding) or to pursue unfair advantage (e.g., vaccinations for the privileged over the vulnerable). Seeking safety for oneself and one’s loved ones is a natural human tendency, but it is also one that can exacerbate societal injustice. Cultivating the virtue of justice prepares one to respond in more equitable ways because injustices are more visible to a just person and that person is also strongly motivated to pursue a fair distribution of burdens and benefits.

There is evidence that just society relations are positively related to individual well-being (Di Martino and Prilleltensky, 2020). Wilkinson and Pickett (2020) draw on extensive data to argue that equality in the distribution of societal resources is positively correlated with many indices of well-being. There is some dispute about this conclusion along with some evidence of no relation between inequality and well-being Ngamaba et al., 2018). Another argument links cooperation, a ubiquitous human inclination (West et al., 2007) with fairness because cooperation collapses without fairness. Cooperation is necessary for humans to flourish, suggesting that fair actions by cooperators is also required (Fowers, 2015).

Concerns about societal justice are likely at least as old as the human species, and there has been an incredible variety of social arrangements and philosophies that address questions of justice (MacIntyre, 1988; Henrich and Henrich, 2007). We offer no definitive answer to those questions here. We do want to emphasize one point, however. Although rules, laws, institutions and social practices are necessary, they are insufficient. This insufficiency is manifest in the racialized violence against people of color by police, the very people entrusted to enforce the laws we have against unnecessary violence as well as the provision of our constitutions that insist on equal treatment before the law. We need just laws and practices, but we also require people who have the virtue of justice to uphold those laws and practices faithfully. Cultivating and practicing the virtue of justice is the way to be a just person in the most consistent and broad way. For these reasons, we claim that some defensible form of the virtue of justice in individuals and in groups is a necessary element of a flourishing life.



PRACTICAL WISDOM

Aristotle (1999) enumerated various virtues, each pertaining to different dimensions of human frailty and the vicissitudes of fortune. These virtues encompass much of what it means to live well. But enacting virtues requires good judgment about when and how they are appropriate to concrete situations and how they can contribute to what is good. This capacity for good judgment is a kind of meta-virtue that guides a person in organizing and integrating the other virtues. Aristotle called this capacity phronesis, which has been translated as practical wisdom.

Of course, there is a good deal of debate about what practical wisdom is and is not, with many views among philosophers and social scientists (Grossmann et al., 2020; Kristjánsson et al., 2021). Some see it as a “skill” (Stichter, 2018), others as a kind of intuitive artistry (Dunne, 1993), still others as just one virtue among others (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). We adopt what we see as the most comprehensive contemporary neo-Aristotelian account of practical wisdom here, which was provided by Darnell et al. (2019). Those authors, along with Kristjánsson et al. (2021) provide extensive discussions of what makes this account preferable to others. These two papers make three key points. First, they have designed their model to be consistent with Aristotle’s philosophy as the primary source for most modern discussions of practical wisdom. Second, they have thoroughly embedded Aristotle’s conviction that practical wisdom is, above all, the capacity to fashion a good and moral life. Finally, they have integrated the best contemporary research on moral emotions, moral identity, moral reasoning, and moral decision-making.

Practical wisdom is the capacity to integrate the many virtues into a coherent and worthwhile life. Without practical wisdom, an individual could not live well consistently, because the complexity and contingencies of life would be overwhelming. To take a concrete example that is directly pertinent to the pandemic, first-responders often accept risk in their work to serve those who suffer from the effects of the virus. Accepting this risk requires the virtue of courage. However, extenuating circumstances can complicate the situational reasoning of a first-responder. For a first responder strained by repeated exposure to the dead and dying, it may be most appropriate to sometimes forgo the most demanding aspects of their work, and instead opt for rest. Discerning how to act courageously, and what risks to take in a situation requires an attention to particularity, and the capacity for this sort of discernment is one dimension of practical wisdom.

The pandemic has made the importance of good judgment glaringly obvious for people ranging from government officials to medical personnel to ordinary citizens. Practical wisdom is important even in ordinary circumstances, but everyone has had to make life and death decisions during this period, whether that involves public policy, medical treatment, essential services, or just obtaining groceries and other necessities.

Before we discuss practical wisdom in more detail, it is important to make two general points. First, similar to the virtues, practical wisdom is a capacity that varies between and within persons. No one has perfect practical wisdom, and it is unusual for people to entirely lack this capacity. Individuals who generally make practically wise decisions also make mistakes, and fatigue can lead to lapses in judgment. The best that imperfect people can do is to make practically wise decisions as often as possible and to develop this capacity as fully as possible. Second, Aristotle (1999) differentiated practical wisdom from sophia or theoretical wisdom. Theoretical wisdom is concerned with universal and unchanging matters, whereas practical wisdom relates to everyday decisions in practical life, where facts and situations vary continuously.

Darnell et al. (2019) discussed practical wisdom in contemporary terms. Their general description of practical wisdom is very apt:

Phronesis is meant to crown, as it were, virtuous habits with a cluster of intellectual abilities and experience that are both necessary and sufficient for ensuring that these habits will not go awry, will be reliable both over time and across different situations, and will be put into practice in a way that is reflective and motivationally robust (p. 16).

This description clarifies that practical wisdom is the overarching capacity to manage virtuous actions in a variety of situations and organize one’s actions into a coherent and well-motivated approach to life.



FOUR COMPONENTS OF PRACTICAL WISDOM

Darnell et al. (2019) also outlined four major functions that practical wisdom fulfills. This includes recognizing the salient features of the concrete situation, integrating multiple relevant factors into decisions and actions, an overall understanding of what is worthwhile, and guiding emotional responses with reason.


Moral Perception

The first component of practical wisdom is the ability to perceive what is most important about a given situation so that the relevant virtue or virtues can be activated. We discussed the example of risk or threat toward worthwhile ends as the key feature of a situation that calls for courage. Similarly, the need to balance the benefits and burdens that accrue in a situation calls for justice.



Integration

The second component is the ability to integrate multiple moral considerations in decisions and actions. Many situations are complex, calling for more than one virtue, and practical wisdom is the ability to integrate and organize those virtues to guide the best actions. This integration is especially salient when there is some degree of conflict between the virtues or one virtue needs to be prioritized over another one. For example, both honesty and compassion are relevant when medical personnel communicate with patients about their conditions and prognoses, and wisdom operates as the appropriate balancing of the two virtues.



Blueprint Function

The third component is a firm understanding of what is good, which can be thought of as having a blueprint for a good life. This component is often implicit in people’s actions, but, as Aristotle noted, we pursue what we think are worthwhile aims in all our actions. This is usually referenced in terms of goals, but goals are simply concrete versions of what one sees as good. The practically wise person’s understanding of what is good attunes them to certain features of a situation and not others; the benchmark of salience. The practically wise person uses their knowledge of what is good to weigh various concerns against each other, and they invoke that view of the good in translating their integration into practice. Because practical wisdom is so inextricably bound up in the understanding of what is good, it seems obvious that without this component, practical wisdom is rendered empty, because without a view of what is good, there is no basis for salience in interpretation, no means for comparison in integration, and no standard by which to evaluate various translations into action.

To illustrate the paramount importance of blueprinting with an example, consider the first responder without this capacity. They would not be sensitive to the importance of lives gained or lost; they might approach their work in an overly technical way; or they might be inured to the importance of their own health and well-being.



Reason Infused Emotions

Finally, moral emotions such as empathy, awe, guilt, and anger regarding injustice are important parts of every person’s moral life. Practical wisdom makes it possible to infuse these emotions with reason, which allows people to reflect and guide their emotions toward moral actions that are fitting for the situation and consistent with the actor’s overall understanding of what is worthwhile. The practically wise person’s emotions (and actions) must be responsive to reason, where reason tracks worthwhile ends. Without this correspondence, an individual is liable to act impulsively or with excessive or deficient emotions in difficult situations, and thereby fail to pursue the best course of action. For example, a person with a relative with chest pains might feel compassion toward their loved one’s fear of going to the hospital, given the concomitant risks. This compassion could coexist with the knowledge that the relative needs medical attention. If this individual’s emotions and actions are not attuned to reason, they might avoid bringing their relative to the hospital, even though seeking medical care would be the best course of action. This example illustrates that unless emotions (and actions) are responsive to reason, an individual cannot act virtuously. Therefore, emotions (and actions) that are responsive to reason are a necessary component of practical wisdom.

Once the practically wise person has detected the salient features of a situation and integrated those features into a coherent and actionable narrative, they must act. This final step of translation, is eminently specific, hinging as it does on many features of a given situation. The capacity to elegantly and appropriately act in a virtuous way based on an understanding of the contingencies of the current situation and the goods that can be pursued in that situation characterizes a practically wise person.



Practical Wisdom and the Virtues

Practical wisdom is thought of as a meta-virtue because it is required for the exercise of any particular virtue. There are many virtues, and although the precise taxonomy is contested, their multiplicity is not. Situations call upon us to be courageous, to be fair, to be compassionate, and each of these virtues requires the situationally appropriate expression of some typical human capacity for pursuing the good. As we have discussed, to be courageous is to take appropriate risks for the sake of a worthwhile end; to be fair is to give others their due in situations in which inappropriate favoritism is possible; and to be compassionate is to exercise sensitivity to the concerns of others in situations involving suffering. The excellence that marks out virtuous action from ordinary actions (Broadie, 1991) partly consists in the ways that practical wisdom helps us to recognize which virtue or virtues are called for, to integrate and prioritize multiple virtues, to decide what will make an action virtuous according to one’s best understanding of a good life (blueprint), and to allow one’s emotional experience and behavior to be guided by reason. A person lacking one or more components of practical wisdom might not be able to detect that courage and compassion are called for, or they would be unable to determine the right combination of risk-taking or perspective-taking required by the given situation, or they would be unable to recognize how courage and compassion fit into a life plan, or they might get carried away by emotion and miss the opportunity for courageous and compassionate action. In sum, a person without practical wisdom cannot be consistently virtuous. This illustrates practical wisdom’s important role as a centerpiece in any virtue-theoretic interpretation of human activities and illuminates the pressing relevance of the concept for our troubled times.



PRACTICAL WISDOM AS A PATHWAY TO FLOURISHING THROUGH FRAILTY

Even in ordinary times, human life is very complex. The advent of a very contagious virus that can be deadly has amplified that complexity significantly and introduced a host of new questions and issues about personal and public safety. Humans are relatively easy to overwhelm and tend to act following fast, intuitive judgments that involve many biases and shortcuts (Kahneman, 2011). In addition, strong emotions such as fear and disgust can overwhelm more reasoned approaches to problems, and these emotions can be primary sources of confusion and impulsivity. When we add the multiplicity of human goods (e.g., friendship, pleasure, justice, social status, social harmony, etc.) and the multiple individual and group perspectives and interests to this complexity, it seems miraculous that human beings can act on a coherent plan at all. We have focused on reasoned choices as a key element of virtue and therefore of flourishing. There is, however, substantial evidence that a great many human actions are based on quick, automatic cognitive and emotional processes that do not involve the conscious, deliberate thought usually associated with reasoned action. Given the complexity and pace of human life, these automatic processes seem necessary, for if one needed to engage conscious deliberation for every decision, life would come to a grinding halt. Yet quick, automatic actions often create difficulties because they can lead to interpersonal or intergroup conflict or undermine longer-term plans and activities. Therefore, the complexity of life reveals many human frailties.

Practical wisdom is the capacity to deal excellently with complexity. Aristotle (1999) gave the following definition: “practical wisdom is a truthful rational characteristic of acting in matters involving what is good for man [sic]” (1140b 20–21). That seems like a very tall order, but if we look beyond Aristotle’s somewhat perfectionistic tone, we can see how practical wisdom can help. He said that we must be honest and rational as we assess our circumstances to determine how to act. By focusing on the key word “rational” we can begin to understand what that means for ordinary humans. By “rational,” Aristotle did not mean acting completely logically or systematically. Rather, he meant that people act according to reasons, that decisions and actions are best undertaken with good reasons. And he clarified that the best reasons for action are the human ends or goods that make life worthwhile, suggesting the incumbency of acting for the sake of human goods such as friendship, justice, and safety. Many of our actions will generally remain automatic and intuitive, such as activities related to driving to meet a friend or locking a door after entering the house or leaving a car. Therefore, automatic actions serve the more important ends. Moreover, the goal of virtue development is to make virtuous actions (e.g., kindness and fairness) automatic, to make them second nature. The key thing is to recognize that there is no inherent opposition or eliminative relation between quick, automatic actions and more deliberative ones. Each has its place, and they can be seen much more sensibly as complementary rather than taking an “either/or” view.

Practical wisdom helps with complexity by focusing our attention on the most central aspects of our circumstances so that we can act on the most important matters rather than being distracted by more trivial or eye-catching elements. The moral perception function of practical wisdom helps us identify what sort of situation we are facing, which suggests one or more relevant virtues. That makes it possible to organize, synthesize, or prioritize the relevant virtues, if needed. The actor’s overall understanding of what is worthwhile in life further motivates and guides action, and the reasons for acting one way rather than another help one to shape and direct our emotions in the best ways. Practical wisdom allows us to address a great deal of complexity by focusing our attention on the most important elements of our situation in view of our best understanding of how action in that situation can contribute to a good life. To see the importance of practical wisdom, consider the mayhem created by foolish decisions and short-sightedness.

A salient contemporary example of the value of practical wisdom can be found in current disputes about policing. This contentious domain includes demands that “Black lives matter,” which are met with counter-chants that “blue lives matter” and “defund the police” vs. “support the police.” These questions have typically been framed in very partisan ways and often in either/or terms. From a practical wisdom perspective, any temptation to enter such an “either/or” resolution should immediately be suspect because a key function of practical wisdom is to harmonize multiple concerns rather than plunking for one simple solution or the other.

The point that Black lives matter activists are making is that, in everyday policing practices, Black people’s lives are clearly far more often disrupted or ended than White lives. The point that blue lives matter voices make is that police frequently risk their safety and even lives in the service of their communities. Both points seem reasonable, true, and worthy of honoring. The blueprint function of practical wisdom can then direct our attention to what the valued aim of policing is. Two candidates for the aim of policing are law enforcement or the maintenance of social order. Maintaining social order is certainly part of policing, but that could all too easily evoke the specter of tyranny or white supremacy as the order being maintained. Indeed, the disproportionate police violence toward people of color seems to many as an expression of a racial hierarchy. Law enforcement is a common understanding of the aim of policing, but, as we see it, it is a means, not an end.

The ends of law enforcement, on our view, are public safety and societal justice2. Once we take seriously the idea that all lives matter, public safety acquires new meaning. It is safety for the entire public, and violence toward one member of society means that all members of society are at risk. Law enforcement is also a means toward the constitutive end of societal justice. It is a constitutive end because justice is both the desired aim and the necessary means. One can only enact justice through just actions, and social justice demands that everyone in society be treated justly. Equality before the law is a bedrock principle for democracies everywhere, and when “law enforcement” results in discriminatory practices toward a subset of society, the means has gone awry and is no longer serving societal justice. These are difficult times as we grapple anew with centuries of oppression and maltreatment. The best way forward is to keep our treasured ideals of public safety and justice foremost in our minds and to allow that blueprint to guide our attention to the aspects of our circumstances that will promote just actions and harmonize those actions with everyone’s safety.



CONCLUSION

COVID-19 has been enormously disruptive and has created severe strains on individual, relational, and societal well-being. It has strained the world economy and wreaked havoc on many people’s basic abilities to make a living and maintain a home. Although life is seldom easy, it has been especially difficult for the past year. Fowers et al. (2017) argued that humans have multiple frailties, and that the virtues are the characteristics that make it possible to flourish through those frailties. We have applied that viewpoint to three rampant and salient aspects of the pandemic: risk, injustice, and complexity. The virtue associated with fear and risk is courage, which is the appropriate degree of risk-taking, given the valued ends at stake. In this pandemic, lives and health are at risk, so extraordinary measures have been necessary. One of the key actions that has prolonged the pandemic is the refusal to recognize the risks and act with appropriate caution and safety protocols. Notably, the simple precaution of wearing face masks has been widely flouted in the United States, and this has been encouraged by several prominent political and social figures. The pandemic has also accentuated the recognition of injustices in our societies and protests against those injustices. The virtue of justice is called for to increase the kind of just actions to rectify historic imbalances that have continued into the present.

Practical wisdom, a meta-virtue that guides the expression of other virtues, is the trait that can help us to address confusion and complexity with excellence. One of the things that has made COVID-19 difficult is that there are many valued ends that have been put at risk by the pandemic, including, of course, health, but also livelihoods, belonging, education, and mental health. For example, it has proven extremely difficult for the government and people of the United States to balance these goods, with some prospering tremendously during the pandemic and many others losing their businesses, incomes, and even their dwellings. The inability to balance valued ends has cost our society and many individuals dearly, and we can only hope that practically wise leadership and followership will increase.

We chose to focus on courage, justice, and practical wisdom because they are so salient in the pandemic and so that we could give a reasonably in-depth account. There are many other virtues that have come to the fore in 2020 as well. For example, the ramping up of free food distribution and the many extraordinary kindnesses that have been observed also emphasize the virtues of generosity and compassion. On reflection, this pandemic, like virtually all other human struggles, can be characterized in Martin Luther King’s (King, n.d.) immortal words: “Every crisis has both its dangers and its opportunities. Each can spell either salvation or doom”. To the degree that we practice the virtues that conduce to public health and other goods, we maintain or increase the likelihood of flourishing. To the degree that we allow ourselves to practice deficiencies or excesses (e.g., cowardice or recklessness) relative to virtues, we increase our tendency to languish. Each of us makes many choices everyday that can guide us as individuals and as a society to flourish or to languish, so opportunities for virtuous actions and the pursuit of worthwhile ends abound, even, or especially, in a pandemic.
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FOOTNOTES

1Unfortunately, the term justice is commonly used to refer to many things. For our purposes, we will refer to justice in two ways, following Aristotle’s (1999) usage. First, as a set of societal arrangements that can be evaluated based on the equity and equality they represent. That is the focus of this section of the paper. Second, we will refer to justice as a virtue, which we describe as an acquired trait that is properly motivated and enacted by an individual (see the next major section of the paper.). We endeavor to keep these two usages distinct.

2Recall that in a neo-Aristotelian framework, the term justice can refer to both a virtue that one can cultivate and to the aim of a fair social arrangement.
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