
The Pursuit of Happiness as a Pathway to Moral Flourishing

In 1742, John Woolman, a young scribe living in the American colonies, encountered a

life-changing dilemma: his employer tasked him with writing the bill of sale for a female slave.

Although he complied, the act of signing away someone else’s life haunted him as a devout

Quaker.1 This experience drove his future writings, particularly his essay “Considerations on

Keeping Negroes”: “It is our Happiness faithfully to serve the Divine Being [...].”2 Here,

Woolman contrasts what he later calls “narrow Self-love”3—a false sense of pleasure

stemming from power or wealth—with the genuine feeling of fulfillment that comes from

serving humanity with a higher moral purpose. With the advent of new technologies in the 21st

century, such an ethical distinction would prove to be valid, especially with the use of artificial

intelligence.

This belief that moral happiness could be found through a sense of meaning was reflected in

the Declaration of Independence's reimagining of happiness almost three decades later.

Thomas Jefferson took inspiration from Enlightenment philosopher John Locke’s framework

of fundamental human rights: “life, liberty, and property.”4 Yet the Virginian Founding Father

added a crucial twist by replacing the final inalienable right with “the pursuit of Happiness.”5

Just like Woolman, Jefferson believed that property would only provide ego-centric material

happiness, while moral flourishing and virtue would enable true happiness. According to

contemporary historian Joseph J. Ellis, choosing to replace “property” with “happiness” was

Jefferson’s way of “making an implicit anti-slavery statement.”6 His vision was rooted in the

hope that America would challenge the injustices perpetuated by the British, whether it be

slavery or taxation without representation, and continually adjust its moral compass with each

subsequent generation.

The right to pursue happiness and enhance one’s moral flourishing became the driving force

behind the 14th Amendment. This constitutional amendment’s Equal Protection Clause

prohibited states from “[depriving] any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process

of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws”7; this

led to key developments in American society that increased minorities’ opportunities to

achieve their full potential through education. Banning racial segregation in schools, Brown v.



Board of Education (1954) radically changed the educational landscape, yet also influenced

many other significant future court decisions.8, 9 Meyer v. Nebraska (1923) declared the

prohibition of teaching foreign languages as unconstitutional, preventing bias and

discrimination against immigrants; PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1972) and Mills

v. Board of Education of the District of Columbia (1972) extended educational rights to

children with disabilities.10, 11, 12 Thanks to these legal cases, students were able to not only

learn alongside diverse peers, but also broaden their worldviews and gain a more critical

understanding of the world. Through the 14th Amendment, the United States’ moral

environment was drastically improved, extending the chance for every American to flourish in

a more equitable society.

My own family’s journey to the Land of Opportunity from South Korea was based on my

parents’ desire to give my sister and me a chance to grow as individuals through the American

school system. In Korea, the school system heavily fixates on academic competitiveness, as

shown through the eight-hour College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT)—a once-a-year exam

that determines not only your college admissions but also your career track and job

prospects.13 My parents were worried that my sister and I would end up on a “hamster wheel,”

focused on survival rather than exploring our passions. As a high schooler in California, I get

to pursue all of my diverse interests—the intersection between the creative arts, media

analysis, and ethics—subjects that I believe are important to me to question the status quo and

explore my relationship with societal constructs such as gender. My participation in youth

orchestras also enables me to connect with the world and impact my own community, helping

me and the people around me thrive through human connection.

Though Jefferson’s vision of moral flourishing has found success in the education system, the

temptation of artificial intelligence has recently threatened students’ right to pursue happiness.

On some level, AI acts as an easily accessible tutor; personally, I have friends who rely on

ChatGPT to help them with homework because their first language is not English, which

narrows the language barrier and catches them up with their native speaker classmates.

However, rather than using AI as a tool, most students have succumbed to using it as a shortcut

to improve school performance. I’ve seen classmates blatantly take out their phones and ask AI



to generate project ideas for them rather than put in the effort to brainstorm. Others feed

textbook passages and study questions to ChatGPT, then copy-paste the answers to their

homework. Though such strategies may enhance grades in the short term, using generative AI

prevents us from truly maturing as students. Artificial intelligence has unintentionally replaced

our sense of integrity with the pursuit of instant gratification, rather than the happiness that

comes from gaining true knowledge that elevates the mind and soul.

Looking to the future, I hope for the right to pursue happiness to be improved by protecting

people from their own excesses when using AI. While schools could implement restrictions,

such as using website activity monitors and AI detectors, a much more sustainable solution

may be found in instilling a sense of ownership among students—for example, fostering

discussions with their peers about what it means to lead a “good” life and creating a more

equitable society. In writing the Declaration of Independence, the Founding Fathers intended

to bring more than political independence; they envisioned a kind of moral independence in

which all Americans would expand their ethical compass. The ability to continually question

their government ultimately leads them to find true happiness, knowing they helped to right the

wrongs of society and worked to create a more perfect democracy.
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