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Sustainability, well-being and consumption: the limits of hedonic approaches

‘[I]s it possible to decouple improvement in people’s quality of life (or their overall level of life satisfaction) from increases in consumption?’ (Porritt, 2003, p.4)

In his report Redefining prosperity for the Sustainable Development Commission Jonathan Porritt appeals to what have become standard findings in hedonic research on subjective well-being to suggest that a de-coupling of consumption and the improvement of well-being is possible. That de-coupling offers a way of moving towards a low consumption economy that is necessary for sustainability:

The recommended prescription as far as radical environmentalists are concerned is simple: people in the rich world must not just consume in more socially and environmentally responsible ways, but must be persuaded to consume less. To bring that about, the hypothesis is advanced that people who have reached a certain level of material comfort and security can (and should) be persuaded that their future quality of life resides in freeing themselves of the trappings of consumerism and in opting instead for low-maintenance, low-throughput, low-stress patterns of work, recreation and home life. (Porritt, 2003, p.4)
His argument for the possibility of the decoupling of consumption and the improvement in well-being starts from much cited claims about the relation of life-satisfaction and gross national product depicted in graphs such as the following:

UK life-satisfaction and GDP per capita 1973-1997 

[image: image1.emf]
(Donovan and Halpbern, 2002, p.17)

The graph has been central to a great deal of work in the recent work on hedonic welfare that includes other contributions from writers such as Kahneman, Frey and Lane and Layard.  Beyond a certain level overall growth in real income has not been matched in a growth in reported happiness.  While relative income is closely correlated with differences in reported happiness, so that those with higher incomes tend to report higher life-satisfaction, the growth in GNP is not correlated with a change in subjective happiness. Porritt takes these finding to offer the basis for a redefinition of prosperity divorces prosperity from ever increasing levels of consumption and which instead focuses on the real determinants of well-being.

Porritt draws on three main arguments that are common within recent hedonic research to support his conclusion.  The first is the hedonic treadmill argument, that as people get more they want more and hence their overall life-satisfaction remains stable:

As Richard Easterlin puts it: "Even though rising income means people can have more goods, the favourable effect of this on welfare is erased by the fact that people want more as they progress". He refers to this effect as "the hedonic treadmill", as our desire for more constantly outstrips what we already have. (Porritt, 2003, p.18)
The second argument is the comparative status argument, that people’s levels of life-satisfaction depend on their relative rather than their absolute incomes so that increases in aggregate absolute wealth do correlate with improvements in happiness. 

Comparisons of the perceived happiness of rich and poor in different countries demonstrate time after time that it’s where people place themselves on the ladder of relative affluence that counts, rather than what they consume in absolute terms.  (Porritt, 2003, p.18)
Both of these arguments suggest there is something self-defeating about the current pursuit of ever increasing consumption. Porritt’s third argument is that given the self-defeating nature of that pursuit we need to turn toe research on what actually determines well-being.  What the literature on hedonic research suggests is that the major correlates of subjective welfare with the quality of work, familial relationships, and wider social and political relationships in a community.  

People can be happy with very little wealth and few possessions, or miserable with plenty. Some studies support the view that increased consumption does not automatically lead to increased wellbeing, and some conclude exactly the opposite! Most research indicates that peoples’ quality of life is determined far more by the quality of their working life, their family life and their overall social relationships – all seem to be more important relatively than the amount of consumption they are able to enjoy. And if that consumption is increasingly eroding the quality of those other aspects of overall wellbeing, then it is clearly far less beneficial than it might at first sight appear. (Porritt, 2003 p.6)

Recent hedonic research is taken then to offer the possibility of a redefinition of prosperity that offers the possibility of easing the transition to a sustainable society through a decrease in consumption which does not rely in making unrealistic demands on people to give up improvements in the quality of life.  Porritt’s line of argument here is a popular one and an attractive one. Indeed it might appear to be particularly attractive in the context of citizenship and consumption.  Work of Frey and Stutzer has suggested a correlation between reported subjective welfare and political participation (Frey and Stutzer, 2002a, chs.7-9).  However, despite the obvious attractions of the conclusions, there are I will argue in this paper that there are major problems with the hedonic route to them. I will suggest that an objective state conception of welfare offers a more plausible starting point for understanding the conditions for sustainability than a hedonic subjective state conception. 

The paper is in two parts.  In part one I consider the appeal to the treadmill argument.  I start with some initial clarification of the meaning of ‘subjective welfare’.  I suggest that once distinctions are drawn between different senses in which one can talk of subjective welfare, the hedonic treadmill argument loses some of its force.  It does not show that there is no relation between increased consumption and well-being.  I distinguish the treadmill argument from more plausible arguments about limits and about positional goods and examine the relation of those arguments to different accounts of well-being. 

1. Welfare, treadmills and thresholds

What is meant by ‘subjective well-being’?  In the literature in the hedonic tradition welfare is a matter of having the right mental states of pleasure and the absence of pain, of feeling good and not feeling bad. It refers to a subjective state.  The new hedonic research programme represents a return the hedonistic tradition of Bentham (Kahneman et. al. 1997, Layard, 2005).  What the new hedonic programme adds are new means through which subjective well-being can be measured and correlated to different social and biological conditions. Thus Kahneman, Deiner and Shwarz in the preface to their influential collection Well-Being: The Foundations of Hedonic Psychology characterise the new hedonic research tradition thus:

Our aim in editing this book was not at all modest: we hoped to announce the existence of a new field of psychology.  Hedonic psychology…is the study of what makes experiences and life pleasant and unpleasant.  It is concerned with feelings of pleasure and pain, of interest and boredom, of joy and sorrow and of satisfaction and dissatisfaction.  It is also concerned with the whole range of circumstance, from the biological to the societal, that occasion suffering and enjoyment.  (Kahneman, Deiner and Shwarz, 1999, p.ix)

Well-being in the relevant sense refers to psychological states.  Elsewhere Kahneman, Wakker and Sarin (1997) refer to ‘subjective hedonic experience’ as ‘experienced utility’.  Layard in his more recent popular account of ‘the new science of happiness’ again defines happiness in terms of subjective mental states: ‘by happiness I mean feeling good – enjoying life and wanting the feeling to be maintained’ (Layard, 2005, p.12).  The surveys on life-satisfaction to which Porritt refers are taken in much of the hedonic tradition to capture either directly or indirectly subjective welfare in this sense.  Is this the case?

Consider the questions that are typically employed in surveys on subjective welfare:

i. Taking all things together, would you say you are very happy, quite happy, not very happy, not at all happy?

ii. All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?  Please use this card to help with your answer.

1  
2  
3  
4  
5  
6  
7  
8  
9  
10

Dissatisfied






Satisfied

(Layard, 2005, pp.242-243)

How far do those questions actually capture levels of happiness in the sense of subjective welfare?  There are methodological problems here and they have their basis in an ambiguity in the way in which the concept of ‘subjective welfare’ is employed. A scope fallacy runs through some, although not all, recent work on hedonic happiness.  There is a tendency to confuse ‘an assessment of subjective welfare’ and ‘a subjective assessment of welfare’. Consider for example the following remark by Frey and Stutzer on these surveys: ‘Behind the score indicated by a person lives a cognitive assessment to what extent their overall quality of life is judged in a favourable way…People evaluate their level of subjective well-being…’ (Frey and Stutzer, 2002b, p.405)  The remark shifts between two distinct claims.  The first sentence claims that the score indicates respondents’ subjective assessment of their welfare.  The second sentence claims that the score indicates respondents’ assessment of their subjective welfare. The move from the first claim to the second involves a shift in the scope of the adjective. The two claims are distinct.  An assessment of  subjective welfare is an assessment  of  psychological states - feeling good and not feeling bad. A subjective assessment of welfare need not be about psychological states in that sense at all.  

The proper characterisation of the surveys is the first that Frey and Stutzer offer.  The life satisfaction scores are indicators of a respondent’s assessment of the quality of their life.  Now if you have a hedonic conception of the quality of life or happiness as consisting in moments of good feelings that can be extended through time calls upon one common use of the concept then what the surveys will capture is a subjective assessment of subjective well-being.  However a person need not assume that conception.  The concept of happiness or satisfaction is not used only to refer to psychological states.  It is also sometimes used to evaluate a person’s projects or life as a whole.  If asked ‘how happy are you with your job?’ or ‘how happy are you with your life?’ or ‘how satisfied are you with your life as a whole?’ it is not clear that what a person is being asked to sum particular moments feeling good or feeling bad.    Rather one natural interpretation is to understand it as an evaluation of well a person’s projects or life is going according to her own lights.  If pressed a person is likely to talk of achievements and disappointment, with how well or poorly things are going. Asked how happy you are with your job you might reply for example that the pay is poor but that the colleagues are good and the work is interesting.  Asked how satisfied you are with your life you may reply that your job is terrible, but you have great family and friends. One is not engaged here in simply summing particular episodes of happy feelings. Rather one is engaged in an appraisal of what one has been able to do or become in dimensions of life that are significant to you.  This conception of happiness takes us somewhere closer towards Aristotle’s conception of eudaimonia, although it does not take us all the way. The conception is more objective in nature in the sense that it is what a person can actually do or be that matters, not merely her subjective states. It is a conception that has been revived by Sen and Nussbaum in characterising well-being in terms of capabilities to achieve valuable  functionings, where functionings refer to ‘the various things a person may value doing or being’ (Sen, 1999, p.75) and  capabilities to ‘substantive freedoms to achieve alternative functioning combinations’ (Sen, 1999, p.75).   The surveys are quite open to being understood in eudaimonic terms, to be a person’s assessments of how far central valued functionings have been achieved.  There is no reason to assume that it captures assessments of hedonic welfare.  

We need to distinguish then between:

1. A subjective assessment of subjective well-being.

2. A subjective assessment of objective well-being.

Both need themselves to be distinguished from:

3. An objective assessment of subjective well-being. 

4. An objective assessment of objective well-being.

The distinction between the subjective and objective assessments of subjective well-being has been drawn in the hedonic literature by Kahneman.   Thus Kahneman distinguishes between objective happiness as an aggregate utility derived from a record of actual point by point records of the quality of an experience during some episode and subjective happiness in the sense of people’s own fallible assessment of that utility score of the episode (Kahneman, 1999).  Both are about subjective welfare.  What distinguishes objective welfare is the method by which it is assessed.

Objective happiness, of course, is ultimately based on subjective data: the Good/Bad experiences of moments of life.  It is labelled objective because the aggregation is governed by a logical rule and could in principle be done by an observer with access to  the temporal profile of instant utility. (Kahneman, 1999, p. 8)

Subjective and objective happiness can, Kahneman claims, depart from each other. The departure is taken to be illustrated by some widely discussed experiment in which episodes of painful experiences that are prolonged  by additional but less intense pain produce  better global subjective valuations than a shorter episode without the additional period of pain (Kahneman et al  1993). Retrospective assessments of an episode of painful experiences are a function of the peak intensity of the experience and the intensity of the last moment of the period, and not of the duration of episodes.  The claim runs that persons’ own subjective assessments of their hedonic wellbeing depart from an objective assessment that is founded on records of point by point painful experiences during that episode. Whether one can go further and claim there is an error in these contexts is a question I’ll return to below.  It may be that the structure of the episode matters, not simply aggregate utility. 

A similar distinction between subjective and objective assessments of well-being is to be found within the eudaimonic tradition.  It comes to the fore in particular in the problem of adaptive preferences.  The concept of adaptive preferences is employed by Sen to reject the use of pleasures and preferences as guides to well-being. 

Our desires and pleasure-taking abilities adjust to circumstances, especially to make life bearable in adverse situations… The deprived people tend to come to terms with their deprivation because of the sheer necessity of survival, and they may, as a result…adjust their desires and expectations to what they see as feasible. (Sen, 1999, pp. 62-3).  

However the same point applies also to subjective assessments of functionings themselves. A poor person’s subjective assessments as to how well their lives are going may be adjusted through lower aspirations and expectation to fit  the circumstances they find themselves in.  In assessing the distribution of well-being objective characterisations of different capabilities to achieve functionings may be a better guide than self-reported assessments.  There are weaker and stronger senses in which we can talk of an objective characterisation in this context.  On a weak reading it might be simply taken to be that characterisation a person would endorse if they were to judge in ideal conditions of full information and equal expectations.  Something like that reading is endorsed by Sen.  The stronger reading would be that of Aristotle or Marx which relies on an account of what it is to be a flourishing human being from which certain central human functionings can be derived.  Nussbaum is closer to the second and her defence of a list of the central functional capabilities that define fully human life is what centrally distinguishes her position from Sen’s (Nussbaum, 2000, p.70ff.).  I will not concern myself here with which approach is the more defensible.  What matters for the moment is that whether one opts for the weaker or stronger reading, a distinction needs to be drawn between subjective assessment of objective well-being and objective assessment of objective well-being.  

Once the distinctions between subjective and objective assessments are drawn, the relationship between reported satisfaction and dissatisfaction and actual changes in welfare becomes for complex.  There are real issues about just how far the surveys on life satisfaction actually capture changes in welfare. The fact that people do not report improving welfare does not mean welfare is not improving.  The point is made within the hedonic tradition by Kahneman with respect to the hedonic treadmill of people’s satisfaction rates adapting to new circumstances to which they had previously aspired: ‘Policies that improve the frequencies of good experiences should be pursued even if people do not describe themselves as happier or more satisfied’ (Kahneman, 1999 p.15).  A similar point can be made from within the eudaimonic framework.  Take the classic tale of the satisfaction treadmill, the fable of the fisherman and his wife who move from hovel to palace with no increase in life satisfaction.  There is some point in that story in which their objective welfare improves even if they fail to recognise that this is so.   There is an obverse to this last point – that in some conditions an increase in dissatisfaction with life conditions is a sign that things are going better rather than worse. In the context where dissatisfaction is a corollary of improved knowledge and the failure of adaptation of preferences to conditions of deprivation then it is to be welcomed.  For example, it would not be a sign of failure of literacy programmes for third world women that it increased their dissatisfaction with their life.  More generally where the contented slave, wage earner or housewife becomes discontented with her lot, it is better for them that this is so and not just in virtue of other possible improvements this might bring.  It is not just in the case of a failure of adaptation that increasing dissatisfaction might be a sign that things are improving.  A similar point holds in some perfectionist contexts where person is exercising capacities that are part of what it is for a life to be improving but becomes increasingly dissatisfied as she does so.  Consider a pianist who starts being greatly satisfied with her initial developments, but who, as she continues to  develop technically and artistically becomes  to be ever more critical of her performance.  Her increasing dissatisfaction is a symptom of increasing accomplishment.  Something of the same perfectionist thought underpins Mill’s observations that it is better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.  

Returning to the life satisfaction surveys, there is I think nothing as such in the graphs to which Porritt appeals that shows that life has not improved during the period in which reported life satisfaction has remained static.  To the extent that there is a satisfaction treadmill in which aspirations change to meet improved circumstances, it does not follow that levels of welfare have stayed the same.  Nor does the satisfaction treadmill show that there is anything self-defeating with increasing aspirations as such.  That people aspire to do and become more with their lives as their conditions improve is as such to be expected and is consistent with the claim that their lives have improved over various dimensions.  By the same token the lack of a correlation between increasing levels of consumption and increasing life satisfaction does not as such entail that increasing levels of consumption have not improved well-being.  There is more that needs to be said to defend any such conclusions.   In particular one needs an account of the different sources of life-satisfaction and dissatisfaction and an independent account of well-being from which they can be appraised. It is important in this context to distinguish the treadmill argument from two distinct arguments, one about satiability and limits, the second about positional goods. 

Consider first satiability and limits. The significance of the treadmill argument for sustainable consumption is not that aspirations shift upward as conditions change, but that there are no limits to the upward spiral: ‘our desire for more constantly outstrips what we already have’ (Porritt, 2003, p.18 my emphasis).   Whatever people get they will always want more. There is no point at which one can say ‘enough’.  Now there is a strong case for the claim that on certain dimensions of well-being, to have more no longer improves well-being.  Moreover one objection to the unqualified identification of well-being with preference which present in many standard texts in welfare economics  is that it fails to recognise the possibility of such limits. If wants have no limits then neither does the improvement of well-being.  The standard response to such insatiability claims has been to call on the concept of needs.  Consider non-instrumental or categorical needs.  Things needed in this sense are those which are necessary for human life to flourish at all – without which a life would be blighted (Wiggins, 1998).  For example, a person needs a certain amount of water, food and shelter, and also certain social relations if they are to flourish at all.  A feature of such non-instrumental needs is that there are thresholds such that if a person goes below or above them her well-being will suffer. One can have too much or too little of a particular good.  Wealth that is concerned with meeting needs has bounds: ‘the amount…which suffices for a good life is not unlimited’ (Aristotle, 1948, 1236b 31).  Similarly an account of the functional capabilities of human life, of the beings and doings that constitute a flourishing life contain in them some notion of limits.   Consider for example the first two items on Nussbaum’s list:

Life. Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length: not dying prematurely, or before one’s life is so reduced as to be not worth living. 

Bodily health. Being able to have good health, including reproductive health; to be adequately nourished; to have adequate shelter.

The appeal to adequacy here subscribes limits: there are limits above and below which things are required for adequate nourishment.  If an objective state conception of well-being does define internal limits, what of the hedonic conception?  A case for limits can be developed from within a hedonic account.  The case for limits is central to Epicurus’s version of hedonism for example.  Where the hedonic differs is those limits are not themselves constitutive of well-being. Whether the case can be made depends on the account of the determinants of the relevant psychological states. However, for reasons I outline below a plausible account of the determinants of well-being are better understood in constitutive terms.  are    It is certainly also possible to have a conception of limits from within a hedonic conception of well-being

The treadmill argument also needs to be distinguished from arguments about positional goods. To the extent that income and objects of consumption are valuable to well being as a comparative or positional goods, then there is something self-defeating about the general pursuit of those goods.  To the extent that the objects sold on markets are positional goods it follows that in markets the promise to each individual that a good will make them better off will not be realised,  since collective consumption of that good will mean that no one will be better off.  Each individual makes an individual choice for a good that is affected by the same choice by others.    Increased income and consumption is not matched with any increase in life satisfaction. The argument is classically developed by Hirsch in his Social Limits to Growth:

[I]t is ...questionable whether the road to a carefree society can run through the market economy, dominated as it is by piecemeal choices exercised by individuals in response to their immediate situation.  The choices offered by market individuals are justly celebrated as liberating for the individual.  Unfortunately individual liberation does not make them liberating for all individuals together. (Hirsch, 1977, p.26)

The argument has been revised within recent hedonic literature. Layard gives it a popular exposition in his recent book.  Income operates as a social measure of relative worth with respect to some reference group with whom people compare themselves. Since comparative position is what matters, as overall wealth grows overall happiness does not improve. The race for status and relative income is self-defeating if we are concerned with improving happiness in society as a whole (Layard, 2005, pp.41-48).  

This line of argument is a powerful one.  It is not however one that has any essential tie to a hedonic account of well-being.  Indeed concerns about the self-defeating nature of the drive for comparative position are apparent in the work of the classical economists who assume an objective state account of well-being.  In particular an earlier version of it can be found in the work of Adam Smith in his argument that what moves the desire to accumulate wealth in commercial society is a concern with appearance.  

What is the end of avarice and ambition, of the pursuit of wealth and power, and preeminence? … To be observed, to be attended to, to be taken notice of with sympathy, complacency and approbation, are all the advantages which we can propose to derive from it.  It is vanity, not the ease, or the pleasure, which interests us.  But vanity is always founded upon the belief of our being the object of attention and approbation.  The rich man glories in his riches, because he feels that they draw upon him the attention of the world...' (A. Smith, 1982 I.iii.2.1, p.50)

Smith does take this drive to be  individually self-defeating. The desires for  goods driven by a concern for appearance fall under those that 'cannot be satisfied, but seem to be altogether endless' (Smith, 1981, I.xi.c.7).  The 'vain and insatiable desires' that drive the growth of commerce are inimical to human happiness. Smith’s account of well-being takes well-being to be objective.  The constituents of the 'character of the individual, so far as it affects his own happiness' are the Stoic republican virtues.  They are  exhibited in 'industry and frugality' (Smith 1982 VI.i.11), in independence and self reliance, and in the preference for 'secure tranquillity' not only over the 'vain  splendour of successful ambition'  but even 'real and solid glory of performing the greatest and most magnanimous actions' (Smith 1982 VI.i.13).    The vain drive for relative position is an individual error. 

However, where Smith’s analysis differs from more recent analysis is in his claim that while this is individually self-defeating, it is socially beneficial.  : 'It is this deception which rouses and keeps in continual motion the industry of mankind.  It is this which first promoted them to cultivate the ground, to build houses, to found cities and commonwealth, and to invent and improve all the sciences and arts which ennoble and embellish human life...'(Smith, 1982, IV.1.10).   In The Theory of Moral Sentiments it is in this context that that the metaphor of the 'invisible hand' makes its appearance as the indirect and unintended link between 'the gratification of...vain and insatiable desires' and 'the distribution of the necessaries of life' across the whole population (Smith, 1982, IV.1.10.  ).  The material and cultural means of proper happiness are then an unintended consequence of the action of the vain and insatiable pursuit of appearance.     

How powerful is that Smithean response?  There are two distinct lines of criticism that might be raised.  The first and most immediately relevant in the context of sustainability is that, whatever its power when Smith wrote, it is not clear what force it still has given emerging ecological and physical limits to growth.  Now there are empirical questions as to the existence and nature of those limits – and I will not pursue these here.  However, there is a prima facie  power to this reply, in particular in the context of global warming and the depletion of basic global resources such as groundwater and top soils.  It is those physical limits that move Porritt’s thoughts on the need to lower consumption.  However, in addition to these more obvious arguments about sustainability, there is also a second set of problems that are internal to the form of the argument that Smith offers. Even if one accepts Smith’s arguments it involves an internal tension between the drives that move accumulation in commercial society and the indirect welfare benefits that are taken to be consequent upon that accumulation.  The existence of that tension is not surprising in Smith.  It is a consequence of his own particular response to the traditional story in the republican tradition of the rise and fall of republics as the republican virtues are undermined by the luxury the successful republic creates through its conquests.  The new version of the traditional story was that a similar fate would undermine commercial society itself.  The thought is articulated thus by Montesquieu: 'the spirit of commerce brings with it the sprit of frugality, economy, moderation, work, wisdom, tranquillity, order, and rule.  Thus as long as this spirit continues to exist, the wealth it produces has no bad effect.  The ill comes when an excess of wealth destroys the spirit of commerce...' (Montesquieu, 1989, Part one, Book V ch.6.)  The theme is echoed in Smith: 'The high rate of profit seems everywhere to destroy that parsimony which in other circumstances is natural to the character of the merchant.  When profits are high, that sober virtue seems to be superfluous, and expensive luxury to suit better the affluence of his situation.' (Smith, 1981 IV. vii.c.61). The claim that there has been a 'depleting moral legacy' of commercial society, that that late market societies depend on the moral legacy of early commercial society that the development of that society itself undermines has been a recurring thought ever since ( Hirsch, 1977, part III.. Hirschman, 1982).  Recent discussion of the conflict between consumerism and citizenship is a variation on that republican theme.  

There are two versions of this republican story.  The first is the causal – that commercial society would fail due to its own inner nature. The second is normative – that the gains that early commercial society brings through the indirect consequences in the development of the conditions of well-being are undermined by the form of character and drives that underpin accumulation in market societies.  The truth of the causal I leave aside here. Historically the institutions of capitalism have been more robust than the critics suggest.  However, whatever the truth or otherwise of the causal story, the normative version of the argument has residual force.  It may be that the forms of consumption around comparative goods and appearance in market societies are not just individually self-defeating as Smith suggests, but always also potentially socially self-defeating in the ways that Hirsch develops.  Insofar as welfare is an achievement that is not only indirect but achieved despite the driving forces of the market, it entails a deep lying instability of that achievement.  There is, if the argument works, a tension within the market that it at the same time promotes arts and sciences, cognitive and practical practices that foster human wellbeing and the virtues that are constitutive of it while at the same depending upon and encouraging a character and set of institutions that are incompatible with the flourishing of both practices and virtues.  The position points to a tension that is inherent in market economies, between the drives that push it forward and any unintended beneficial consequences it might have (O’Neill, 1998, ch. 4). 

2. Well-being, narrative and citizenship over generations

The final argument to which Porritt appeals in recent hedonic research is that the pursuit of consumer goods in modern market economies involves an error about what the determinants of happiness are.  The argument is central to Lane’s The Loss of Happiness in Market Democracies  and has been recently popularised in Layard’s Happiness.  The argument runs that given the self-defeating nature of the hedonic treadmill and positional goods, the aim of public policy should be to pursue those goods that do lead to improved reported happiness. The central determinants of happiness are the security and intrinsic worth of work, health, the quality of familial relationships and the quality of wider social relationships in a community including in particular the degree of mutual trust within a community, political participation and levels of personal and political freedoms.  However, while Porritt appeals to the hedonic tradition here his account of well-being at this point is not entirely stable.  To fill out the details of these determinants of well-being, he shifts after some hedging comments to the more objective needs-based conception  of well-being developed by Max Neef (Porritt, 2003, pp.16).  That he does so is not surprising since the many of the central determinants of hedonic welfare re-appear in the standard lists of the constituents of well-being in the eudaimonic tradition.   Consider for example the following from Martha Nussbaum’s list of the central human functional capabilities:

Life. Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length: not dying prematurely, or before one’s life is so reduced as to be not worth living. 

 Bodily health. Being able to have good health, including reproductive health; to be adequately nourished; to have adequate shelter. 

Bodily integrity. Being able to move freely from place to place; having one’s bodily boundaries treated as sovereign….

Emotions. Being able to have attachments to things and people outside ourselves; to love those who love and care for us, to grieve at their absence; in general, to love, to grieve, to experience longing, gratitude and justified anger.,,,

Practical reason. Being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection about the planning of one’s life.

Affiliation. 

A. Being able to live with and towards others, to recognize and show concern for other human beings, to engage in various forms of social interaction; to be able to imagine the situation of another and to have compassion for that situation; to have the capability for both justice and  friendship.

B. Having the social bases of self-respect and non-humiliation; being able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others... In work, being able to work as a human being, exercising practical reason and entering into meaningful relationships of mutual recognition with other workers. 

Control over one’s environment. 

Political. Being able to participate effectively in political choices that govern one’s life; having the right of political participation, protections of free speech and association. (M. Nussbaum, 2000, pp.78-80)

There is a large degree of empirical convergence on what matters for human well-being.  The convergence should not be surprising given for reasons noted earlier that  the survey data on life-satisfaction is not clearly about subjective welfare in the hedonic sense at all. The survey questions are themselves open to eudaimonic interpretations.  Where the differences between the hedonic and eudaimonic traditions lie is on how the items on this list should be interpreted.  On the hedonic account they are determinants.  Human well-being is a matter of having the right psychological states – a matter of feeling good.  The items on the list are all causal determinants of what will produce those psychological states.  On the eudaimonic account they are the constituents of well-being.  Well-being is a matter of what one can be and do, and the items of the list refer to those capabilities that are central to a functioning human life.  

The central problem with the hedonic account here is precisely that it does treat these items as determinants and not as constituents.  Social relationships, working life, political participation, personal autonomy and the like matter for well-being in virtue of standing in a contingent causal relationship to that psychological state. The result is that these are either treated purely as a means to an end – autonomy is good for example simply because it makes you feel good (Layard, 2005, pp.112-114)-  or as distinct values that are not themselves central to the well-being of the agent (Kahneman et. al. 1997 p. 397).  Neither looks plausible.  We value a variety of other goods - relationships with others, accomplishment, interesting work – as central goods our lives independently of the good feelings that they bring.  Indeed, we feel good about fostering such goods because we believe they are value.  We do not just value being in the right subjective states. This is part of the point of Nozick’s well-known experience machine. We would not plug into an experience machine that would promise us a lifetime of blissful experience because ‘we want to do certain things, not just to have the experience of doing them’ and that ‘we want to be a certain way, to be a certain sort of person’ (Nozick, 1980, p.43).  What we can do and be, the forms of activity we can perform  and relationships we can enter into matter in themselves to how well our lives can be said to go.  A purely hedonic account that makes well-being just a matter of being in the right psychological states looks implausible.  However these are general arguments against a purely hedonic account of well-being.  I want here to focus on another more particular problem that is of particular relevance to the relationship between well-being, sustainability and citizenship.  

A feature of hedonic accounts of well-being is that they do not deal well the way that the narrative structure of life matters to our appraisals of how well a life goes.  They assume that the welfare values of different moments of time are additively separable.  Informally, to say they are separable is to say that the value of what happens at some point in time, ti, is independent of the value at what happens at another point, tj, and to say that they are additively separable is to say that the total value of an episode over a period of time is the sum of these independent values. As Ramsey puts it that  'enjoyments and sacrifices at different times can be calculated independently and added' (Ramsey, 1928, p.543).  Some care is needed here.  Kahneman’s account of experienced utility does allow for one kind of non-separability.  Kahneman takes the objective experienced utility of an episode to be a function of the instant utilities, that is the pleasure or pain experienced at each moment.  And the experienced pleasure at one moment can be affected by what happens before and the expectations of what happens after.  The temporal location of a moment of pleasure or pain can make a difference to the level that is experienced at that moment.  However, that the value of that experience itself is independent of the value of the experiences at other times (cf. Read, 2004, p.7).  The total value is thus just the sum of those values. If one assumes, a subjective state account of welfare, that as Pigou puts it 'the elements of welfare are states of consciousness' (Pigou, 1952, p.107), then one can treat the value of events in time as separable. Whether or not the event was pleasurable or painful can be ascertained independently of what happened before or after. 

 This account fails to capture the way that the values of moments of pleasure and pain are themselves a matter of the overall narrative structure of episodes in people’s lives.  The problem is already apparent to some degree in Kahneman’s experiments on episodes of pain.  What appears to matter to patients in these contexts is the structure of the episode, in particular to how they end.  In this case the narrative structure is so minimal it may be unclear how much it should count.  But elsewhere the narrative structure of our episodes, and endings in particular, do matter to our evaluation in much more clear cut ways.  Consider the following example: 

A. A newly married couple, couple A, go on a two week honeymoon.  The holiday begins disastrously: they each discover much in the other which they had not noticed before, and they dislike what they find.  The first two days are spent in an almighty row.  However, while they argue continuously over the next seven days, they begin to resolve their differences and come to a deeper appreciation of each other.  Over the last five days of the holiday they are much happier and both feel that they have realised a relationship that is better than that which they had before their argument.  The holiday ends happily.  Sadly, on their return journey, the plane that carries them explodes and they die.

B. A newly married couple, couple B, go on honeymoon.  The first twelve days proceed wonderfully.  On the thirteenth day their relationship deteriorates badly as each begins to notice and dislike in the other a character trait which they had not noticed before, at the same time realising that the other had a quite mistaken view of themselves.  On the last day of the holiday they have a terrible row, and sit on opposite ends of the plane on the return journey.  They both die in an explosion on the plane.

(O'Neill, 1993, pp.53-54)
Which holiday goes better? Which would one choose? From a simple maximising perspective concerned only with pleasures and pains the answer is holiday B: on any simple summing of goods over moments of pain over moments of pleasure holiday B contains far more of the good, less of the bad. This is true even if the short moments of pleasure in A  and the short moments of pain in B are particularly intense.  However, a few hedonistically inclined students and colleagues aside, most individuals claim that holiday A is better.  They characterise the story of holiday A as a happier one than that of holiday B. What counts in favour of holiday A is the narrative order of events.  Crucial to that order is the way in which the story ends. People's lives have a narrative structure, and the ending of a narrative is crucial to the genre to which a person's life, or an episode of that life, belongs - tragic, comic, pathetic and so on.  Our evaluation of how well a person's life goes depends on the narrative we can truly tell of it. The temporal structure of a life matters. Moreover it matters to the evaluation we place on the different moments.  Thus the way we characterise the moments in my honeymoon stories depends on their place in a larger narrative frame.  In holiday A, the argument at the start of the holiday is not simply a moment of pain.  Rather, taken in context, it might be taken to be a 'turning point' in the relationship, one which clarifies the relationship and lays the foundation for the ensuing happiness.  Within the context of the individuals' entire lives, it has another significance.  For that reason one can also talk of the earlier event having been 'redeemed' by the later reconciliation to which it gave rise. Likewise, the moments of happiness in holiday B are not just pleasures to be valued simply as such.  Rather, within the context of the whole story, they are moments of illusion, when each person has a false view of the other, an illusion shattered by the final argument.  Had their lives continued, the argument also may have become something else, but the ill fortune of untimely deaths robs the participants of such a future.  Whether moments of pain and pleasure are goods or evils depends on their context of a life as a whole.  They do not come ready-tagged as such.  Their value is not reducible to momentary levels of intensity.  

The point has important implications to how we understand our relation to the future. If narrative structure matters, our current well-being in at least one important sense dependent on future events. Hence Aristotle’s partial endorsement of Solon’s dictum that we can call no man happy until he is dead (Aristotle 1985 Book I, ch.10). What the future is like matters to how well we can say our present life is going.    Our present life is part of a larger narrative and the shape of that whole life matters.  A personal relationship that begins in contention and through that ends in reconciliation is preferred to one that begins in apparent harmony and ends in discord. The way in which the earlier moments of contention and harmony are to be understood and appraised depends on the larger narrative.  If a person suffers great difficulties in attempting to write a book, prove some mathematical theorem, win some social struggle or whatever, and then ultimately succeeds, the suffering is redeemed in a way that is not the case if the attempt fails.  The outcome matters to how the present suffering is to be evaluated. The use of the concept of redemption in everyday non-religious contexts depends on that possibility.  The way matters turn out matters.  Our lives are not a series of disconnected events such that at any moment we can say now whether our lives are going well or badly.  The future determines what appraisal we can give to the present.

Solon’s dictum suggests that we should consider how well a person’s life goes at the moment of death.  However, that may be a little too quick.  A person's death is not the end of the narratives of which they are part. And this points to the place of narrative in our proper understanding of our relations across generations. It is possible for us to engage in projects and belong to communities such that how well our lives can be said to go can depend on what happens to the projects and relationships that occur beyond our lifetime.  Hence, it can matter to us the way that the future will be and we have a stake in creating a particular future. Consider the activity of doing science. The status of scientific works depends on their relation to both a particular past and a particular future. In relation to the past, a piece of scientific work only makes sense within a particular history of problems and theories to which it makes a contribution. Its success or failure depends on its capacity to solve existing problems where others fail. However, it also depends on a projected relation to the future in terms of its capacity to solve not just existing problems, but also problems unenvisaged by its author, and in its fruitfulness in creating new problems to be solved and new avenues of research.   Correspondingly, that there exist future scientists educated in a discipline and able to continue work within it matters for current scientific activity.   The same points apply in the arts. The greatness of many works of art lies in their continuing to illuminate human problems and predicaments in contexts quite foreign to that in which they were originally constructed. Likewise, many of the aesthetic qualities of a work of art may only become apparent in virtue of its relation to future works. In that minimal sense, Eliot is right: 'the past should be altered by the present as much as the present is directed by the past' (Eliot, 1951, p.15). For this reason, it is of significance for us now that there be future  generations able to appreciate the arts and contribute to them.  Similar points apply to more 'prosaic' activities. They apply, for example to politics. The success or failure of major political projects normally becomes apparent only well after the political actors have ceased to be active. Witness that of the Bolsheviks in contemporary Eastern Europe.  They apply also to everyday working activities, where these involve skilled performance which are embodied in objects and landscapes. Consider the hedgerows of Britain: these are the product of the skilled work of labourers that stretches back for centuries. We fail both past and future if we lose our capacity to appreciate the  skill embodied in the hedgerows or create a future social world which contains no appreciation of their value destroys them as mere impediments to more profitable agriculture.  

The significance of these points is central to the civic republican criticism of emerging commercial society in the eighteenth century.  The disruption of historical narrative by market norms lay at heart of debates about land and commerce in Britain in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and while that debate has disappeared in much recent political and economics theory, it never entirely disappeared and has indeed resurfaced in an acute form in recent social theory.   Early critics of emerging commercial society were concerned in part with the effects of the mobilisation of landed property by commerce on the conditions of community and projects  across time. The eighteenth century civic humanist criticism of commercial society was founded on the belief that the civic virtues had their basis in stable ownership of landed property. The material foundation of a good society lay in 'real property recognizable as stable enough to link successive generations in social relationships belonging to, or founded in, the order of nature' (Pocock, 1075, p.458). Commercial society, by mobilizing land, undermined that link between generations.  

This relation between the market and the mobilization of land has been echoed by later socialist critics of commercial society.  It is not just the mobilization of landed property by the market that undermines intergenerational identity, but also the mobilization of labour. Specific ties to a particular locality and place, to a stable extended community within a locality, and commitments to a particular craft and profession are inimical to and undermined by the workings of a market society.  The theme is particularly evident in Polanyi.  Both land and labour are fictitious commodities, objects treated as if they were produced for sale upon the market.  As fictitious commodities they are bought and sold in real markets and the consequence is the disruption of social ties of place:

To allow the market mechanism to be sole director of the fate of human beings and their natural environment...would result in the demolition of society...Nature would be reduced to its elements, neighbourhoods and landscapes defiled, rivers polluted...(Polanyi, 1957, p.73)

Workers in a market society must be prepared to shift location and occupation if they are to achieve the market price for their labour. The ties of 'a human community to the locality where it is', ties of place, are undermined. To have a tie to a place is to have a tie with an environment which reveals a particular past history (Polanyi, 1957, p.181). It is, to use our earlier examples, to recognize the skills embodied in dry stone walls, hedgerows and buildings and to have a sense of continuity with those whose skills are thus made public. Hence, to disrupt ties to place is not merely to remove persons from a particular spatial location, but also to divorce them from relations to previous generations and a sense of continuity with the future.  

Historical continuity is similarly disrupted by the mobilisation of labour across occupations.  The advocacy of the mobility of labour was  central to the defence of the market economy by its early defenders like Adam Smith whose work was aimed against guilds and the practice of lengthy apprenticeship as a barrier to the movement of labour.  Again a major response was that  ties across generations are weakened by the disappearance of continuity in craft and work.  The relation of craftsman and apprentice is undermined, and with it the sense in which success in craft work was tied to past and future. The view is echoed in Weil's comment:

A corporation, or guild, was a link between the dead, the living and those yet unborn, within the framework of a certain specified occupation. There is nothing today which can be said to exist, however remotely, for the carrying out of such a function. (Weil, 1952, p.96) 

The mobilization of labour by the market, like the mobilization of land, has undermined a sense of community across generations. 


These critical accounts of the effects of commercial society on our relations to past and future are I believe substantially correct.  However, to make them is to raise a problem rather than a solution.  For there are good reasons to reject a possible corollary that we return to stable ownership of the land and limited mobility in labour. The particular ties of pre‑modern societies were often oppressive, and the dissolution of old identities a liberation from personal servitude and narrow horizons. Moreover, even if it were desirable to limit mobility, in modern conditions it would not be practicable without excessive coercion.  The problem of obligations to future generations is a social and political problem concerning the economic, social and cultural conditions for the existence and expression of narrative identity that extends across generations. At the heart of that issue is the problem which has been the focus of much social and political theory for the last two centuries ‑ that of developing forms of community which no longer leave the individual stripped of particular ties to others, but which are compatible with the sense of individual autonomy and the richness of needs that the disintegration of older identities also produced. The arguments raise a particular inter-temporal version of that problem.  The recent debate between communitarians and liberals is a variation on a well established theme and itself restates the problem rather than offer a new solution.  However, it does raise I think a central issue about citizenship that was central to the civic republican tradition but which has largely been lost from view.  What are the conditions which develop a sense of intergenerational citizenship in modern conditions?  I offer no answer to that question, only a plea that it be taken seriously as a problem.  My objection to the hedonic account of well-being is that the problem disappears from view.  
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