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Happiness is gaining increasing momentum as a core topic in research and  
intervention programs. The Journal of Happiness Studies was launched in 2000 as 
the first international scientific forum open to scientists and researchers belonging 
to the most diverse disciplines, who aimed at proposing and discussing conceptu-
alizations, empirical findings, intervention programs, and social policy strategies 
related to this multifold and controversial construct.

In the last few years the number of submissions to the Journal of Happiness 
Studies steadily increased, and in June 2011 the Journal received its first Impact 
Factor. This success represents both an indicator of the high scientific quality of 
the contributions, and an uncontroversial sign of the ceaselessly growing interest 
in the investigation of happiness, well-being and related topics from a variety of 
epistemological perspectives, ranging from economics to sociology, from psychol-
ogy to philosophy, from education to medicine.

This book represents the first volume of a series that aims at complementing 
the Journal of Happiness Studies. Each book will provide readers with an articu-
lated overview of a specific topic, investigating it from various points of view. The 
distinctive feature of gathering multidisciplinary contributions around a unifying 
theme will be unique for this series in the current domain of well-being publica-
tions. It will help strengthen cross-disciplinary synergies among authors investi-
gating the same topic, and it will raise the interest in happiness research among 
professionals and experts belonging to a broad range of domains.

This first volume includes a selection of contributions published in the Journal 
of Happiness Studies during its first decade of life, with the aim to provide read-
ers with a general overview of the prominent issues, problems and challenges that 
well-being research has been facing since its appearance on the scientific stage.

The chapters address issues that lie at the core of the lively debate going on 
around happiness, ranging from theoretical frameworks and models to social and 
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political action. They tackle still controversial issues, such as the contextualiza-
tion of happiness within the subjective or the objective realm, the adequacy of the 
instruments used to assess it, its relevance for individuals and societies as a goal 
per se, or rather as a means or a by-product of a life well-lived.

1.1 � Book Overview

1.1.1 � Part 1: Individual Well-Being—Theory and Research

The first two chapters of this volume address the nature of happiness and its function 
in human life. Varelius (2004) contrasts objective and subjective theories of happi-
ness; the former are grounded into the assumption that well-being can be described 
through behaviors and activities that contribute to shape the good life in accordance 
with shared values, moral principles, and universal features of the “human nature”; 
the latter identify happiness with the fulfillment of subjectively perceived desires 
and aspirations. Varelius offers a solution to this conceptual opposition, suggesting 
that while subjective well-being (SWB) can be empirically evaluated, no scientifi-
cally sound techniques are currently available to measure the objective components 
of happiness. Therefore, considering that subjective evaluations of well-being are 
necessarily contextualized within an external system of social values and moral prin-
ciples, and that they arise from the individual interaction with this system, further 
developments in the empirical investigation of SWB can fruitfully help shed light on 
its relationship with objective dimensions.

Martin (2008) offers an overview of some paradoxes that the conceptualization 
of happiness conveys. Moving from the well-known assumption “to get happiness, 
forget about it”, he discusses a set of paradoxical statements that characterize the 
history of happiness investigation, categorizing them as paradoxes of aim, success, 
freedom, and attitude. His final summary focuses on the need for an integrated 
perspective, interpreting these paradoxes as one-sided truths that are in ten-
sion with each other, rather than conflicting and mutually exclusive perspectives. 
Martin calls for a broader framework in which the subjective experience of hap-
piness is interwoven with socially constructed values, standards, and ideals, rather 
than being identified with them. He also stresses the dynamic nature of happiness, 
whose subjective evaluation changes with time in relation with the individual 
development process and life experiences.

The subsequent chapters are grounded in well-defined psychological  
theories developed in the last three decades. Their authors conceptualize individual  
wellbeing from two different but complementary perspectives: hedonism and 
eudaimonism, both rooted in ancient Greek philosophical systems. The origins of 
the hedonic view of happiness can be traced back to Aristippus of Cyrene (IV cen-
tury B.C), who equated happiness with pleasure, stating that only what is pleasant 
or has pleasant consequences is intrinsically good. Today, the hedonic approach 
to happiness is centered on the concept of SWB that includes positive affect and 
global life satisfaction judgements (SWB; Kahneman et al. 1999). The eudaimonic 
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view stems from Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia, described as the fulfillment 
of one’s true nature, that includes both self-actualization and commitment to 
socially shared goals. Today this approach to the study of well-being comprises 
a wide range of constructs, such as self-actualization and self-acceptance, per-
ception of purpose and meaning, self-determination, cultivation of competences, 
trust in relationships, and cooperation. One of the basic differences between these 
two perspectives is that the eudaimonic approach focuses on the process of living 
well, investigating the factors that contribute to it; the hedonic approach is instead 
prominently focused on the outcomes of this process.

Two chapters endorse the hedonic perspective. Kim-Prieto et al. (2005) 
propose a integrated and time-sequential framework for the investigation of 
SWB. In particular, they highlight the dynamic structure of SWB, grounded 
in the sequential addition and integration of new information that takes place 
throughout the individual life, thus contributing to changes in SWB ratings. 
This sequential framework is articulated into four stages: the first one refers to 
objective aspects, such as life circumstances and events occurring in the indi-
vidual life; the second stage is represented by the subjective emotional reac-
tions to these circumstances and events; the third stage is constituted by the 
retrospective recall and reconstruction of the emotional reactions previously 
experienced; the fourth stage refers to global life satisfaction judgements. Kim-
Prieto et al. discuss objective and subjective factors that can influence each of 
these stages, and emphasize their interrelationship rather than their develop-
mental progression. More than one sequence can take place at the same time; 
reciprocal influences can be hypothesized between sequences and stages; each 
stage can exert an influence on other stages in the same sequence, in paral-
lel sequences or in future ones. This integrated framework can allow research-
ers to better disentangle the specific contribution of the different components  
considered in each stage to the global construct of SWB.

The dynamic structure of SWB is also taken into account by Cummins (2010), 
but from a different point of view. He hypothesizes the evolution of a homeostatic 
mechanism aimed at safeguarding the widely observed stability of SWB values 
within a narrow range, situated toward the positive pole of the satisfaction rating 
scale. This hypothesis can help clarify the psychological processes underlying 
individuals’ adaptation and successful coping with life challenges, as well as the 
negative consequences of the disruption of homeostasis generated by an exces-
sively demanding situation. Within this framework, depression can be interpreted 
as the long-term outcome of a chronic impairment in the homeostatic mechanism 
that allows for the stability of functional levels of SWB.

Two other chapters refer instead to the eudaimonic perspective. Ryff and Singer 
(2008) offer a synthetic overview of the historical and conceptual roots of the  
multidimensional construct of psychological well-being (PWB; Ryff 1989). They 
contextualize PWB within the eudaimonic framework, identifying a set of theo-
retical precursors for each of its components—purpose in life, self-acceptance, 
mastery, autonomy, positive relations, and personal growth. They finally provide 
updated findings showing the relations between PWB and biological correlates, 
and suggesting the positive impact of PWB on health.
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Ryan et al. (2008) include in their conceptualization of eudaimonia subjectively 
pursued aims, as well as individual characteristics that are judged as exemplary 
and excellent in relation to objective and shared values. They propose a model of 
good life based on self-determination theory, suggesting that the pursuit of intrin-
sic aspirations and goals is connected at the motivational level with the three 
basic needs for competence, autonomy and relatedness, and at the cognitive level 
with reflectivity and mindfulness, defined as the ability to clearly and appropri-
ately evaluate events and situations, and to consequently act and make choices in a 
meaningful and integrated way.

The authors of the last three chapters in this part propose unified frameworks, 
in which both hedonic and eudaimonic aspects of well being can be combined.

Peterson et al. (2005) propose an operalization of well-being grounded in the 
identification of three orientations to happiness: pleasure, engagement, and mean-
ing. They provide empirical evidence of the relative impact of each orientation on 
the overall ratings of life satisfaction. In particular, their findings show that a life 
filled with all three orientations leads to the greatest life satisfaction in comparison 
to a life with low levels of all three orientations. However, engagement and mean-
ing contribute to happiness more significantly than pleasure.

A multidimensional approach is also adopted by Sheldon and Hoon (2007), 
who provide empirical evidence of the independent contribution to SWB of a set 
of psychological and environmental determinants, the former including personality 
traits, need satisfaction, progress toward personal goals, and self-esteem, the latter 
comprising social support and a favorable cultural context. Thanks to its unique 
and specific contribution to SWB, each of these six determinants represents a dis-
tinct level within a unified hierarchical model.

Sirgy and Wu (2009) finally propose to expand the orientations to happiness 
model by adding to it the contribution of balance, defined as a state “reflecting  
satisfaction or fulfilment in several important domains with little or no negative affect 
in other domains” (Sirgy and Wu 2009, p. 185). Sirgy and Wu move from two basic 
assumptions: each life domain is structured around a limited set of needs, that can be 
related to survival, to growth, or to both; each life domain—according to the kind of 
needs it satisfies, and to the extent it allows for their fulfilment—is characterized by 
a specific salience, that makes it more or less effective in contributing to the overall 
well-being. Therefore, because of the satisfaction limit that can be derived from a 
single domain, people have to invest their resources in multiple life domains in order 
to satisfy the full spectrum of survival and growth needs. These considerations lead 
the authors to consider balance as the potentially prominent source of SWB.

1.2 � Part 2: Socio-Economic and Cultural Issues

This second part of the book includes contributions specifically addressing social 
and cultural aspects of happiness, prominently derived from studies conducted 
within the sociological and economic perspectives.
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The first three chapters focus on theoretical models and constructs that substan-
tially contribute to contextualize well-being research within a broad sociocultural 
perspective. Veenhoven (2000) proposes a 4-fold model to describe quality of life, 
identifying two major dimensions—chances and outcomes—and distinguishing in 
each of them outer (objective) and inner (subjective) qualities. The model is thus 
constituted of four quadrants. Outer chances refer to the livability of the environ-
ment and social context; inner chances refer to the personal abilities to cope with 
the environmental demands. Outer outcomes can be summarized in the concept 
of “utility of life”, assuming that a good life is based on higher values transcend-
ing the individual; inner outcomes are represented by appreciation of life that can 
be operationalized as the assessment of subjective well-being. After providing 
examples of how this 4-fold classification can be used in different disciplines, for 
example to evaluate the quality of health conditions or the qualities of a social sys-
tem, Veenhoven warns against the tendency to sum up factors belonging to each 
of the four quadrants of the model in the attempt to get an aggregated quality of 
life score, since they assess qualitatively different dimensions, many of them not 
being directly and reliably measurable (such as utility of life). He also emphasizes 
the importance of implementing the assessment of subjective aspects, that can 
be measured and compared more effectively than some of the outer indicators of 
quality of life.

Leung et al. (2011) focus on social capital, a construct that is gaining increasing 
attention in well-being research. Relying on empirical evidence obtained from a 
large national survey, they discuss the relationship between subjective well-being 
ratings and four dimensions of social capital: trust and obligations; information 
channels; norms and sanctions; and belongingness. Their results suggest that these 
dimensions can be fruitfully used as predictors of subjective well-being, and can 
thus represent an implementation target for social policies aimed at promoting  
citizens’ well-being.

The need for contextualizing happiness studies within cultures is effectively 
highlighted by Uchida et al. (2004). They bring empirical evidence of the different 
evaluation of well-being among European American and East Asian participants: 
while among Westerners happiness is best predicted by self-esteem, and positive 
and negative emotions are perceived as opposite poles negatively correlated with 
each other, among Asians happiness is best predicted by embeddedness, and as 
balance between positive and negative effect. These differences can be related to 
the specific patterns of independent and interdependent self-construal (Markus and 
Kitayama 1991), promoted in individualistic and collectivistic cultures respectively. 
Individualistic cultures encourage people to use subjective cues and dimensions to 
define themselves, their goals, and their achievements; on the contrary, individuals 
raised in collectivistic contexts build their selfdefinition according to interpersonal 
and group dimensions: goals are settled within the community; and other people’s 
needs are crucially important in goal setting and achievement.

The last four chapters tackle the problematic issue of the relationship between 
happiness and indicators of national development. This issue is problematic in that 
it calls into play theoretical assumptions about two crucial points: the selection of 
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the socioeconomic indicators that can best represent development; the identification 
of subjective well-being with the summum bonum to be pursued by individuals and 
governments. Far from being neutral and objective, these assumptions stem from 
values that are historically and culturally grounded.

From this problematic stance, Eckersley (2000) addresses the relationship 
between progress and happiness. On the basis of empirical evidence showing that 
growth in national wealth is not correlated with increasing values of well-being, 
especially in developed nations where basic needs are satisfied, he critically dis-
cusses the assumption that maximizing subjective well-being should be the ulti-
mate goal of progress. As an alternative approach, he suggests the pursuit of a 
balance between individual and social dimensions of happiness, grounded in col-
lective agency, prudence, and responsibility.

On the same vein, Duncan (2010) criticizes the view according to which  
governments should aim at maximizing their citizens’ happiness. He emphasizes the 
risks entailed in the promotion of a consumerist perspective that reduces policies 
to products, generating in citizens a spiral of progressively rising expectations that 
would be impossible to fulfill. Considering that there is no clear empirical evidence 
of a positive relationship between governments’ policy performance and citizens’ 
political trust and participation, Duncan recommends to clearly distinguish between 
government actions and citizens’ levels of happiness and life satisfaction. The two 
phenomena do not necessarily overlap, and thus cannot be jointly used to assess 
governments’ overall performance.

The problematic consequences of equating well-being with wealth and material 
abundance is a concern for Schimmel (2009), who discusses the conceptualization 
of development endorsed by the United Nations Development Program (UNPD), 
and operationalized through the Human Development Index (HDI). HDI focuses 
of three major indicators of well-being: standard of living (GDP), health, and edu-
cation. Schimmel argues that this approach evaluates poverty exclusively in terms 
of lack and deficiency, adopting as norm of reference the life conditions of an ideal 
young, affluent, healthy, and educated citizen. From this perspective, well-being 
is synonymous with abundance of resources. Several studies however contradict 
this assumption, showing very uncertain relationships between the position of a 
country in the HDI ranking and the level of subjective well-being reported by its 
citizens. This contradictory finding holds true also considering each of the three 
indicators separately. Schimmel concludes that objective and subjective dimen-
sions have to be combined in any evaluation of development, outlining the prob-
lems that can derive from confounding the potential to be happy with the actual 
state of being happy.

On the contrary, Jan Ott (2010) suggests that governments should more  
systematically rely on citizens’ evaluations of happiness in order to develop adequate 
policy interventions. He summarizes empirical evidence on the influence of gov-
ernments’ technical quality and of social equality on citizens’ levels of subjective  
well-being. On the basis of this evidence, Ott suggests that collecting information on 
the life conditions of citizens reporting different levels of happiness can shed light on 
the sources of these differences, and can thus offer governments useful hints about 
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specific social needs and problematic issues, providing direction for the promotion 
of more equal levels of happiness among citizens, through a more equal distribution 
of resources.

1.3 � Future Directions

1.3.1 � Beyond Reduction, Towards Integration

While each of the chapters in this book is grounded into well-defined theories and 
perspectives, and focuses on specific constructs and dimensions of well-being, it 
is possible to identify a fil-rouge, a shared concern that crosses most of them. This 
concern consists in the tension toward a unified framework that encompasses the 
variety of well-being dimensions as exhaustively as possible. This goal is surely 
ambitious, and cannot be successfully pursued without ignoring some crucial 
aspects.

In particular, there is the necessity to gain deeper insight into the multiple  
psychological dimensions of well-being, avoiding simplified and reductionist per-
spectives. For example, empirical evidence clearly highlighted that eudaimonic 
and hedonic happiness are two correlated but separate constructs (Delle Fave et al. 
2011a, b; Gallagher et al. 2009; Huta and Ryan 2010; Linley et al. 2009; Keyes 
and Annas 2009). The models proposed in this book by Peterson and his col-
leagues, Sheldon and Hoon, and Sirgy and Wu represent laudable and heuristically 
relevant attempts to address this issue.

A second aspect to be carefully considered when studying well-being is its con-
textualization within cultural and situational constraints. Uchida et al. effectively 
raise the issue of the cultural rootedness of well-being concepts. Veenhoven distin-
guishes between chances and results, thus pointing to the interplay between envi-
ronmental opportunities and constraints, on the one hand, and individual evaluations 
of well-being. Eckersley, Duncan, and Schimmel unveil the cultural biases under-
lying widespread assumptions on well-being at the social and individual levels. Ott 
points to the fact that when people evaluate their level of happiness by averaging 
positive and negative aspects of their life, thus making the relationship between 
happiness and objective conditions ambiguous. Several other studies have delved 
into the role of well-being dimensions in dealing with unfavorable circumstances. 
In periods of uncertainty or change and in the adjustment to stressful events peo-
ple report high levels of meaning making, even though associated with low levels 
of SWB (Folkman and Greer 2000; Park 2005; Shmotkin et al. 2006). In the case 
of traumatic events, a post-traumatic growth process can arise from the elabora-
tion and contextualization of the event in the individual’s life and representation of 
reality (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004). People with chronic diseases or disabilities, 
who face disadvantages related to both their biological impairments and to the 
social attitudes toward them, often perceive themselves as ordinary persons coping 
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with extraordinary circumstances (Saravanan et al. 2001) and report good levels of  
well-being, prominently from the eudaimonic point of view (Arnold et al. 2004; 
Delle Fave and Massimini 2005; Cortinovis et al. 2011).

1.3.2 � Harmonizing Perspectives

Peterson et al. (2005) remark that the different approaches developed in order to 
study well-being have proceeded autonomously and without seeking for connec-
tions with other perspectives, thus leading to a variety of definitions of happiness, 
each one grounded into a well-defined framework, but no one capturing the com-
plexity and multidimensionality of the concept. Similarly, Ryff and Singer (2008) 
note that clinging to highly specific and defined approaches entails the risk to 
overlook other important dimensions.

The clear delimitation of the field of analysis is however a necessity in science, 
and it is related to the need for maximizing precision and specificity in the assess-
ment and measurement of phenomena. This need is especially compelling when 
the objects under examination consist in exquisitely psychological dimensions—
thus requiring the use of assessment tools based on subjective self-reports—but 
also when researchers deal with collective phenomena, that call into play a great 
variety of variables and components that can be only partially taken into account 
in a single study.

The “constructive tensions” (Ryff and Singer 2008, p. 33) presently running 
across the broad and multifaceted field of well-being studies have to be inter-
preted as opportunities for progressively expand and deepen our knowledge and 
understanding, rather than as threats and sources of disorder and fragmentation. 
From this perspective, to unilaterally contrast universalism and relativism, objec-
tive data and self-reports, quality and quantity, hedonia and eudaimonia cannot 
take researchers very far in their attempts to provide an exhaustive description of 
happiness.

The complexity of human behavior can hardly be captured through simplified 
paradigms, and the current state of the art in well-being studies does not allow 
for a unified perspective yet. Individuals and societies, like any other living sys-
tem, show dynamic features clearly taken into account in the models proposed by 
Cummins and by Kim-Prieto et al.

Biological, psychological, and social systems tend toward progressively higher 
levels of complexity through the exchange of information with the environment 
(Khalil and Boulding 1996; Maturana and Varela 1986; Prigogine and Stengers 
1984) leading to the system’s transformation (Pribram 1996). In particular, the 
acquisition of new information is transformed into stable neural connections at 
the biological level; into personal skills, beliefs, meanings and purposes at the 
psychological level; and into codified rules, norms, and values at the social level. 
However, at none of these level the system configuration is stable, by virtue of the 
progressive and ceaseless integration of new information.
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On the basis of these premises, any scientist interested in the study of wellbeing 
has to take into account both the specific configuration of the system under exam-
ination and its relationships with higher order and lower order systems, as well 
as its modifiability according to progressive increases in complexity (Delle Fave 
2007). By the way, ceaseless change represents a core concept endorsed by a 
variety of worldviews across history and cultures. Just to mention few examples, 
Heraclitus conceptualized reality as an uninterrupted flux of change. The Hindu 
and Buddhist traditions focused on the concept of Maya as illusoriness of the phe-
nomenal reality. In much more recent times, the studies conducted by Heisenberg, 
Einstein, and De Broglie in the domain of physics determined that our observa-
tions dynamically contribute to shape reality, in that have an effect on the behavior 
of elementary physical entities. Evidence emerging from different disciplines sup-
ports the dynamic and ever-changing nature of reality, that too often we tend to 
ignore, due our preoccupation to achieve fixed and definitive descriptions of indi-
viduals and societies.

From this perspective, a peculiar relevance assumes the concept of balance, 
repeatedly echoed by the contributors to this volume. Sirgy and Wu directly 
include it in their model of well-being. Ryff and Singer call for higher attention 
to the concept of balance in the conceptualization of well-being by referring to 
Aristotle’s invitation to seek “the intermediate”, avoiding any excess or deficiency 
in behaviors, attitudes, beliefs, and expectations, even as concerns the “positive” 
or “good” ones. Ryan et al. refer to the feelings of inner peace, inner harmony, and 
connectedness with the environment and a “greater whole” transcending the self 
as one of the outcomes of the eudaimonic life. Eckersley claims for a definition 
of well-being grounded into the “balance between personal happiness and social 
bonds, obligations, and responsibility” (p. 286).Veenhoven refers to the defini-
tion of quality of life as “harmony between self-interest and transcendent utility”  
(p. 32). Uchida et al. provide evidence of the non-contradictory coexistence of 
positive and negative emotions in evaluations of well-being among East Asian par-
ticipants, suggesting the relevance of emotional balance rather than of maximiza-
tion of positive affect. These findings are consistent with the focus on another kind 
of balance, namely social harmony, as a prominent goal of collectivistic societies, 
that influence self construals, daily behaviors, and social policies.

Other studies suggest the relevance of balance in well-being research, be it 
evaluated across life domains (Cummins and Nistico 2002; WHOQOL Group 
2004; Wu 2009), as a psychological state (Delle Fave et al. 2011a; Lu 2001; Jason 
et al. 2001; Muñoz Sastre 1998), as a social dimension (Ho and Chan 2009; Leung 
et al. 2002; Ferriss 2002).

A historical and interdisciplinary overview of harmony as a concept related to 
quality of life (Delle Fave 2013) has recently highlighted that, beyond philosophi-
cal and conceptual differences, in all cultural traditions harmony has been directly 
or indirectly related to well-being, and it represents an indicator of a good quality 
of life, at both the individual and social levels.

An harmonization effort should be also made by researchers involved in the 
definition and operationalization of well-being components, due to its multiplicity 



12 A. Delle Fave

of dimensions and levels of analysis. The patterns of interaction between these 
multiple levels can be widely different according to cultural features, values, 
worldviews, and meanings. The impact of policies and social provisions can dif-
ferentially affect individuals and groups according to the structure and access to 
resources, as well as to basic social values. In the broad and still unexplored planet 
of well-being there is a wide range of issues, topics, and dimensions still waiting 
to be investigated, and maybe even to be discovered.
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Abstract  Empirical research on questions pertaining to individual well-being is 
informed by the researchers’ philosophical conception of the nature of well-being 
and, consequently, the adequacy of such research is partly determined by the plau-
sibility of this conception. Philosophical theories of human well-being divide into 
subjective and objective. Subjective theories make our well-being dependent on 
our attitudes of favour and disfavour. Objective theories deny this dependency. This 
article discusses objective theories of individual well-being from the point of view 
of their explanatory power and argues that these theories are unable to provide an 
acceptable account of the prudential goodness of what they consider to be good for 
human beings. The article concludes by discussing some implications of its main 
argument to empirical research on questions pertaining to individual well-being.

Keywords  Subjectivism  •  Objectivism  •  Happiness  •  Well-being  •  Prudential 
value  •  Explanation

Empirical research on questions pertaining to individual well-being is informed by 
the researchers’ conception of the nature of well-being and, consequently, the ade-
quacy of such research is partly determined by the plausibility of this conception. 
Questions pertaining to the nature of well-being are philosophical in character. In 
philosophy, these questions concerning individual well-being are seen as questions 
pertaining to the value that a life has for the person who is living it, to prudential 
value that is. However valuable a person’s life may be in other terms, it has pru-
dential value only if it is also good for the person who is living it.

In philosophical literature, theories of prudential value, or human well-being, are 
usually divided into subjective and objective (see, e.g., Arneson 1999; Bernstein 1998; 
Parfit 1984; Scanlon 1993; Sumner 1996; Thomson 1987). Subjective theories see 
our well-being as determined by our attitudes of favour and disfavour. Objective theo-
ries deny this kind of determination. On a subjective theory of well-being, it is easy 
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to understand why attaining some purported prudential good makes a person better 
off: either that thing gives the agent pleasure or satisfies a desire she has (or both). 
Accepting the common subjectivist point of departure that the attitudes that should 
be taken to be relevant in determining what is prudentially good for a person should 
be sufficiently informed, the subjectivist can be taken to have a plausible sounding 
explanation for the prudential goodness of her prudential goods. But dissociating pru-
dential goodness from the attitudes of the agent whose well-being is being assessed 
gives rise to the question: why would some purported prudential good be good for an 
(informed) agent? In this article I will argue that the objective theories of well-being 
cannot provide an acceptable explanation of the prudential goodness of what they 
claim to be good for human beings. I conclude by discussing some implications of my 
argument to empirical research on questions pertaining to individual well-being.

2.1 � Subjective and Objective Theories of Well-Being  
and Happiness

As was said above, subjective theories of prudential value see our well-being as 
determined by our attitudes of favour and disfavour. Thus, when our task is to 
determine whether some particular thing or activity is good for an agent or not, the 
subjective theories of well-being advise us to consult the agent whose well-being is 
being assessed, to pay attention to her own preferences and attitudes of favour and 
disfavour. Objective theories, in their turn, maintain that an agent’s well-being is 
not determined by her own desires and attitudes of favour and disfavour. Instead of 
concentrating on these kinds of subjective states, objective theories usually make 
well-being dependent on such objective issues as whether a thing or an activity sat-
isfies human needs, realises the human nature, etc. Often objective theories provide 
a list of things and activities that they consider to be good for a person and, accord-
ingly, these theories are called objective list theories of well-being. Usually the lists 
of objective prudential goods include such entries as moral goodness, rational 
activity, the development of one’s abilities, having children and being a good par-
ent, knowledge, and the awareness of true beauty (see, e.g., Parfit 1984, p. 493 ff.), 
and these objective theories maintain that a life is good for the person who is living 
it only when it contains these particular elements. Importantly, an objective theory 
of well-being denies that there is a necessary connection between what an agent 
desires or has a pro-attitude towards and what is good for her, and maintains that 
something can be directly and immediately good for a person although that person 
does not regard it favourably. In addition to this desire or pro-attitude independence 
requirement, a theory of well-being must satisfy at least one of two further kinds of 
requirements in order to qualify as an objective theory of well-being.1 On an objec-
tive theory of well-being, what is considered as prudentially good must either 

1 O therwise we could determine the objective good of a particular agent on the basis of the irra-
tional opinions of any other individual. It is thus clear that there must be something more to an 
objective theory of well-being than mere independence of the desires of the agent whose well-
being is being assessed.
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(1)  be regarded as good intersubjectively or (2) be good in a (stronger) realist 
sense.2 Thus, if in addition to fulfilling the desire independence condition, a theory 
of well-being satisfies either the requirement of intersubjectivity or the requirement 
of realism (or both), then the theory qualifies as an objective theory of well-being.3

In addition to prudential value and well-being, in everyday common language 
as well as in philosophical literature there are several notions available for evaluat-
ing how well a life is going for the person who is living it, including happiness, 
welfare, contentment, satisfaction, flourishing, etc. None of these concepts have 
commonly accepted precise meanings and, partly as a consequence of this, the 
exact relationships between them remain unclear. However, since the notion of 
happiness is of central importance for the readers of this journal, I will now briefly 
discuss the relationship between the notions of prudential value and happiness. 
Most importantly, the notion of happiness concerns a person’s own subjective 
experience and assessment of how well or badly she is faring.4 The nature of the 
relationship between prudential value or well-being and happiness depends on 
whether or not we accept that only things that enter an agent’s experience can have 
an effect on her well-being. If we accept this experience requirement, then it is 
reasonable to accept that happiness is quite the same as prudential value, for then 
only things that enter an agent’s experience can have an effect on her well-being. 
And it seems to me plausible that things that have an effect on how well a life is 
going for the person who is living it, i.e., on that person’s well-being, will influ-
ence the person’s happiness as understood in the present sense.5 I do think that the 
experience requirement should be accepted and thus that well-being is quite the 
same as happiness in the present sense, but I am not able to explicate my argu-
ments to this effect here.6 So, those who accept the experience requirement may 

2  Here I thus understand ‘realism’ in the traditional way which maintains that something has 
real existence only if it exists independently of peoples' mental states. It may be that there is no 
stronger sense of objectivity than intersubjectivity in the evaluative sphere. Whether this is the 
case is a question I will not now go into.
3 I t has been pointed out that not all objective theories are list theories, nor are all list theories 
necessarily objective theories. I will not now go into such questions as whether a list with only 
one entry is really a list or whether desire theories can sometimes properly be called list theories.
4  Although the precise meanings given to this concept differ from each other significantly, they 
seem to have this reference to the agent's subjective experiences and evaluations in common.
5 I t is perhaps useful to point out that the reference to the subject's own experience and evaluation 
in the above definition of happiness does not imply that what enhances a person's happiness is nec-
essarily determined by her attitudes and desires in the sense that subjective theories of well-being 
see prudential value as being determined. If objectivism about happiness is accepted, then what pro-
motes a person's happiness is not determined by her desires and attitudes of favour and disfavour, 
but her own experience of how well she is faring would, of course, be subjective in the sense used 
in this definition of happiness. For an objective conception of happiness see, e.g., Kraut (1979).
6 I  think that it would be counter-intuitive to maintain that things that do not enter an agent's experi-
ence could have an effect on that agent's well-being. However, it has been suggested to me that, e.g., 
a person's losing a substantial amount of money may have an effect on her well-being even if she is 
unaware of this loss and that a posthumous dishonour may have an effect on how well the dishon-
oured person's life went in prudential terms. I leave discussion on these points for another occasion.
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assume that what I say below is directly relevant from the point of view of 
happiness, whereas those who reject the experience requirement must assume that 
I will be talking about well-being only.7

2.2 � Explaining Prudential Goodness

When talking about prudential value, some philosophers simply put forward a 
list of things and activities they consider to be good for a person, irrespective of 
whether that person has any pro-attitude towards these things or not (see, e.g., 
Finnis 1980, 1983). This kind of account of individual well-being does fulfil the 
condition of desire independence, but it does not satisfy the requirement of inter-
subjectivity nor the requirement of realism, at least when the latter kind of 
requirements are interpreted as demanding that a theory must make the pruden-
tial goodness of its prudential goods objectively intelligible. According to this 
kind of interpretation of the requirements of intersubjectivity and realism—
which I find plausible—an objective theory of well-being must provide an 
objective—in the sense understandable by all normal agents—explanation of 
what it is that makes its prudential goods prudentially good and how this some-
thing produces individual well-being.8 Since the kind of accounts of well-being 
that simply put forward a list of what their proponents consider to be pruden-
tially good things and activities do not satisfy this kind of requirement of inter-
subjectivity or realism, they do not qualify as full-blown objective theories of 
prudential value.

2.2.1 � Are Prudential Goods Self-Evident?

What the proponents of these kind of list accounts of human well-being would 
present as a reply to this criticism is, I think, that what they consider to be 
prudentially good things and activities are self-evidently good for individual 

7 I n the history of philosophy such prominent figures as Aristotle and J.S. Mill have equated, 
or at least have usually been interpreted as equating, happiness and well-being with each 
other. A modern equation of happiness with well-being is found, e.g., in Den Uyl and Machan 
(1983).
8 U sually objective list theories of well-being provide a list of things which they consider to be 
prudentially good for all persons. There could however be objective theories which provided 
different lists for different individuals. The latter kind of theories qualify as objective theories 
of well-being if what they claim to be good for a particular individual is objectively recognis-
able as such. I thus presuppose that there are no objective or real values that are recognisable for 
one person only. An objective list theorist committed to the existence of these kind of prudential 
values could only come up with one objective list theory of well-being that is applicable to one 
person only.
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human beings and thus no explanations of the sort I here require are needed. 
Finnis (1980, Chap. 3, see also 1983, Chap. 2), e.g., maintains that knowledge is 
good for one irrespective of desires and whether it is pleasurable to have it or not. 
Finnis (1980, p. 72) writes:

It is obvious that a man who is well-informed, etc., simply is better off (other things being 
equal) than a man who is muddled, deluded, and ignorant, that the state of the one is bet-
ter than the state of the other, not simply in this particular case or that, but in all cases, as 
such, universally and whether I like it or not. Knowledge is better than ignorance.9 
(emphasis in original)

The problem with this kind of conception is that it is not at all obvious that 
knowledge is good prudentially. There is a plausible criticism of the view that 
knowledge has intrinsic prudential value. Would I, the proponents of this criticism 
ask, be better off if I knew exactly how many grains of sand lie on my local beach 
(other things being equal) (see, e.g., Nozick 1989, p. 116; Goldsworthy 1992, p. 
12)? That is, there is much knowledge that seems clearly to be worthless. Finnis 
(1980, p. 62) accepts that not all knowledge is of equal value. But why not? If 
knowledge is prudentially valuable, period, why should one item of knowledge be 
of more value than another (in this sense)? If the value of knowledge were instru-
mental or had something to do with the desire for it or the pleasures it could give, 
it would be understandable that some items of knowledge could be held to be 
more valuable than others. But with an intrinsic value10 of knowledge, this none-
quality claim is hard to accept. Thus, someone who holds that knowledge has 
intrinsic prudential value is committed to the view that all knowledge is of equal 
value. And this view is implausible. It therefore seems that there is no sufficient 

9  However, at the end of his discussion on knowledge and its prudential value he presents an 
argument, according to which it would be self-refuting to deny that knowledge is in itself neces-
sarily good for us. If it is self-evident that some proposition is true, then it is not necessary to 
provide an argument to show it to be true. Thus, the fact that Finnis provides an argument for his 
claim that knowledge is a prudential good suggests that he does not after all believe this claim to 
be self-evidently true. I do not consider this to be a problem, for I think it is not self-evident that 
knowledge has intrinsic prudential value. But for a view which holds there to be self-evidently 
prudentially valuable things, this kind of lack of self-evidence is a problem. Finnis' argument 
proceeds as follows: “… one who makes such an assertion (that knowledge is not a prudential 
good), intending it as a serious contribution to rational discussion, is implicitly committed to the 
proposition that he believes his assertion is worth making, and worth making qua true; he thus is 
committed to the proposition that he believes that truth is a good worth pursuing or knowing. But 
the sense of his original assertion was precisely that truth is not a good worth pursuing or know-
ing. Thus he is implicitly committed to formally contradictory beliefs.” (Finnis 1980, pp. 74–75) 
The argument Finnis presents here is implausible. One who makes the kind of assertion Finnis 
talks about does not logically commit herself to the proposition that all knowledge is intrinsically 
good, but only to the instrumental goodness of this particular assertion. See also Goldsworthy 
(1992, pp. 13–14).
10  By the intrinsic value of an entity I understand the value that that entity has independently of 
its value as an instrument in attaining some other value or its consequences.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-5702-8_3


20 J. Varelius

reason to hold that to have knowledge is, as such, of prudential value. Knowledge 
is of course not the only thing that could be said to be obviously prudentially valu-
able irrespective of whether it satisfies desires or brings pleasure. In addition to 
knowledge, Finnis’ list of the ‘basic forms of human good’—which seems repre-
sentative of its kind—contains the following entries: life, play, aesthetic experi-
ence, sociability (friendship), practical reasonableness, and ‘religion’ (Finnis 1980, 
Chap. 4). Rather than examining all these things, I will merely state that it is 
equally implausible to hold that any, or all, of them are self-evidently intrinsically 
prudentially valuable as such as it is to hold that knowledge as such is intrinsically 
prudentially valuable.

2.2.2 � Backgrounding Self-Evidence

Those objectivists who are not content with simply stating that some things are 
(self-evidently) prudentially valuable usually have a background story the purpose 
of which is to make the reader sufficiently perceptive—or what is considered as 
such—for the issues discussed, and the claims to self-evidence are then expressed 
against a background story of this kind.11 Instead of going into the different kinds 
of background stories found in discussions on different kinds of value,12 I will 
consider simply one, that of Foot (1995). I have chosen to discuss Foot’s view here 
because it appears to be a novel kind of defence of the objective account. 
However, I will argue that ultimately it succumbs to a problem that, to my knowl-
edge at least, haunts all present accounts of this kind. For this reason, it is also rep-
resentative of many other objective views.

Foot accepts that moral judgements are practical and action-guiding, but 
argues that subjectivists are mistaken when they infer from this claim the cor-
ollary that moral judgements cannot be purely factual and objective. Foot’s 
argument proceeds, roughly, as follows. Acting morally is part of practical 
rationality. This can be shown by considering the nature of moral virtues. It 
is in the concept of a moral virtue that in so far as someone possesses it his 
actions are good, i.e., he acts well. What distinguishes the morally virtuous per-
sons from others is that for the virtuous, certain considerations count as reasons 

11 I t could be maintained that to hold that we are able to see the self-evidence of something only 
after we have been given reasons and arguments for it is nonsensical. For if seeing or understand-
ing something is impossible without these reasons and arguments, then this something is not self-
evident. I will now ignore this problem.
12  Some of them are found in discussions on moral value without explicit claims concerning 
whether they are purported to apply to other kinds of value as well or not. However, it seems that 
many of these background stories could mutatis mutandis be used in discussions on prudential 
value, if they are not purported to apply to the case of prudential value to begin with.
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for action and as reasons with a certain weight. These considerations have to do 
with human excellences and human defects. Human defects and excellences are 
determined by what human beings are and by what they do. What determines 
our nature and doings are the facts of human life—e.g., that we are social ani-
mals that depend on each other—which are such that it is rational for us to be 
moral (Foot 1995, p. 3 ff.).

However, as Foot herself acknowledges, accepting a view like hers does not 
necessarily persuade one to reject the subjectivist points of departure, for it is pos-
sible to require that the fact that an agent has a reason for action is itself depend-
ent on his desires and attitudes. Foot considers the following example. A person 
throws away his supply of cigarettes. He does so because he wants to give up 
smoking, and he wants to give up smoking because he wants a healthy old age. 
The series goes on—A for the sake of B—but, it is assumed, it cannot go on for-
ever. And must it not, Foot imagines her critic asking, end with something that the 
agent ‘simply wants’, i.e., with some conative element in his psychological state 
(Foot 1995, pp. 12–13)?

Obviously, Foot’s answer to this question is ‘No’. In her view, we must ask 
what gives the agent this goal. Does he find himself trembling at the thought of 
cancer at 50? Is he in a state of anxiety at the thought of how much he smokes? 
Perhaps, Foot replies, but nothing of this kind has to be part of the story. She 
continues by posing the following questions: Why could it not simply be that 
the agent recognises that there is a reason for him, as for anyone else, to look 
after his future so far as the circumstances allow? Why should not this be where 
the series of questions ‘why?’ comes to an end? Why should we not take the 
recognition of a reason for acting as bringing the series to a close? Recognition 
of a reason, Foot says, gives the rational person a goal, and this recognition is 
based on facts and concepts, not on some prior attitude, feeling, or goal. The 
only fact about the individual’s state of mind that is required for the explana-
tory force of the proposition about the requirement of rationality is, Foot con-
cludes, that he does not ‘for some bizarre reason’ deny its truth (Foot 1995, pp. 
12–13).

2.2.3 � Problems with Backgrounding

The problem with this kind of argument for objectivism is that it simply begs the 
central question. Instead of providing good reasons to believe that evaluative 
judgements could be purely factual, it simply states that they are. All arguments of 
the form in which the objectivist or realist describes some evaluatively salient situ-
ation in purely factual or descriptive terms and then asks—rhetorically—whether 
that description determines some particular kind of evaluative judgement concern-
ing that situation or not are, I think, doomed to failure for the following reason. 
Either the description does not determine the evaluative judgement the objectivist 


