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PREFACE

DuriNG the course of my research on this book, when I was at
the stage of hunting down other treatments of its central themes,
I came across a reference to a book by Bill Jordan entitled Rethink-
ing Welfare. Since this seemed to me an apt characterization of my
own project, I eagerly anticipated reading what Jordan had to say.
Alas, when 1 got hold of the book my hopes were quickly dashed.
Jordan’s aim was to rethink not welfare itself but the contribu-
tions made to our well-being by the various socizl spheres, public
and private, within which we conduct our lives. As an amateur on
these matters, I thought the book quite innovative and insightful.
But it mainly served to remind me of the extent to which ‘welfare’
has been consolidated as a social-scientific term of art. As I quickly
learned, if a book written in the post-war era includes ‘welfare’
in its title, then it is reasonable to expect it to deal, in one way or
another, with the range of social programmes which are now
standard features in modern industrialized states, and whose de-
clared purpose is to secure a fair distribution of basic goods and
services or to establish a safety net for the least advantaged.

It is therefore only fair to warn the reader at the ourser thar this
book is not another contribution to the already enormous liter-
ature on the welfare state. It has little to say about social welfare
programmes, ot indeed about any matters of public policy. lts inter-
ests and concerns are neither economic nor political but philoso-
phical. Its bearing on questions of social policy pretty well comes
down to this: like all other public measures, welfare programmes
are justiiable only if they ultimately contribute to welfare in its
deeper and more traditional sense, the sense in which welfare is
the general condition of faring or doing well, and my welfare is
the same as my well-being or my interest or (in one of its many
meanings) my good. That does not tell us much about how such
programmes should be designed, or even whether we should pre-
fer them to other means of promoting well-being, Those interested
in such questions would therefore be well advised to look to writers
like Bill Jordan for answers to them.
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The project of this book is a philesophical inquiry into the
nature and value of welfare. Its main conclusions can be easily
summarized. The first six chapters seek the best theory abourt the
nature of welfare. Chapter 1 develops criteria of adequacy for any
such theory, while Chapter 2 sets out a basic grid for distinguish-
ing the contenders into subjective and objective accounts. The next
three chapters are extended critigues of the historically dominant
accounts: objective theories (Chapter 3), hedonism (Chapter 4),
and desirefpreference theories (Chapter 5). The conclusion drawn
trom these critiques is that philosophical theories about the nature
of welfare have so far been too remote from our everyday experi-
ence of it. Chapter 6 sets out to remedy this deficiency by develop-
ing a betrter version of a subjective theory, one which connects
welfare with happiness or life satisfaction. The final chapter then
detends welfarism: the thesis that individual welfare (so under-
stood) is the only thing with final or ultimate ethical value, the
only state of affairs which we have a moral reason to promote for
its own sake. It concludes with some speculative remarks about
the possible impact of welfarism on ethical and political theory.

This unequal division of labour between the two major concerns
of the book—six chapters on the nature of welfare to one on its
value—reflects my (possibly jaundiced) assessment of the current
state of the argument concerning welfarism. Although there have
been historical periods during which welfarism was the dominant
view among moral philosophers, during this century it has been re-
duced to a minority opinion, Its rejection, however, has too often
been based on a misrepresentation of the nature of welfare. If one
begins by presupposing a crude and simplistic conception of wel-
fare (as pleasure and the absence of pain, say, or as the satisfac-
tion of preferences), then it is a simple matter to conclude that
ethics cannot ultimately be about that. This victory over welfarism
is cheap and hollow. However, the only way to counteract it is to
show why the established theories about the nature of welfare—
the ones typically taken for granted in discussions of welfarism—
are inadequate, and to construct a better theory. Welfarism deserves
to be tested on the basis of the best theory about what welfare is.
Having located thar theory, which requires an extended critical
excursion, making a plausible case for welfarism is then a compar-
atively straightforward task.

Although welfarism tells us that only welfare matters in its own
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right, it dictates no particular way of using it to ground our famil-
iar moral categories. Since utilitarians believe that our ultimate
moral aim should be to maximize the sum total of welfare, they
are paradigmatic welfarists. But so are egalitarians who tell us to
distribute welfare equally, or maximinners who tell us to optimize
the welfare of the worst off, or even egoists who tell us to secure
our own personal share of it. Being a welfarist does not even re-
quire being a consequentialist, since deontologists may choose to
ground their favourite rights and duties in individual well-being,
and virtue theorists may do the same for their favourite virtues. It
does require holding, contrary to some non-consequentialist moral
structures, that the good is prior to the right. But otherwise the
issue dividing welfarists from their opponents is more abstract and
basic than the textbook debates among the standard moral the-
ories. Although my own theoretical commitments tend roward
consequentialism, indeed toward utilitarianism, no argument will
be offered here in favour of either outcome. If it turns out that a
good case can be made for welfarism, and for a subjective concep-
tion of welfare, that will be the time to ask how we should go on
from these results to build a moral theory,

The themes of this book complete and complement some of my
earlier projects. Abortion and Moral Theory (1981) included a
brief analysis of the nature of welfare and a defence of welfarism
(indeed of urtilitarianism). Because my concerns on that occasion
were primarily practical rather than theoretical, I could not give
these matters the extended atrention they deserved. My much fuller
treatment of the same themes in this book supplies the theoretical
basis for my earlier conclusions concerning the moral status of the
fetus. In The Moral Foundation of Rights (1987) 1 defended
consequentialism, principally against the claim that it could not
make adequate sense of rights, There 1 prescinded entirely from
the issue of the foundational value(s) to be built into a consequent-
1alist moral framework. If the argument of that book is combined
with the defence of welfarism in this one, then the overall result
is part, though not all, of a case in favour of utilirarianism. What
remains vet to be considered is the distincrive utilitarian idea of
maximizing the sum total of welfare,

I could not have written this book without a great deal of
assistance from others. My initial artempt to wrestle with these
issues was undertaken in 1982-3, when I was supported by a
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Killam Research Fellowship from the Canada Council and a Re-
search Grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada. The final version of the book was started in
1986-7, when I was supported by a Leave Fellowship, once again
generously provided by SSHRCC. I am very grateful to both of
these agencies for the faith which they have shown in my work,

Many people have read and commented on the various treat-
ments of these topics which I have written over the past few years.
For criticisms of my earliest discussion 1 am grateful to Donald
Evans, Joel Kupperman, Joseph Raz, Carl Wellman, and, espe-
cially, James Griffin, with whom [ spent many pleasant and fruit-
ful hours discussing issues of common concern. Readers of {some
or all of) a later and very different version include David Elliot,
Larry May, Andrew Moore, Peter Penz, Arthur Ripstein, and
Michelle Switzer. 1 am especially indebted to Derek Allen, David
DeGrazia, and an anonymous reader for Oxford University Press
for their very thorough critiques of that version, which saved me
from many avoidable mistakes, leaving only the unavoidable ones.
I am also grateful to the members of my combined graduate/
undergraduate seminar in ethics at the University of Toronto, who
were subjected over the past few years to various stages of this
work in progress and who responded by taking it seriously and
helping to steer it in the right direction.

Some of the material in this book has been published elsewhere,
Parts of the first three chapters appeared as ‘The Subjectivity
of Welfare’, Ethics, 105: 4 (1995). An earlier version of Chapter 4
was published as “Welfare, Happiness, and Pleasure’, Utilitas, 4: 2
(1992), while Chapter 5 contains material from ‘“Welfare, Prefer-
ence, and Rationality’, in R. G. Frey and Christopher W. Morris
leds.), Value, Welfare, and Morality (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1993). Finally, Chapter 7 incorporates much of “Two
Theories of the Good’, Social Philosophy and Policy, 9: 2 (1992).

L.W.5.

Toronto
Clctober 1995
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The Concept of Welfare

WAt is welfare? And how much does it matter for ethics? These
are the questions this book sets out to explore. We shall say that
a fully developed answer to either question will count as a theory
about the nature of welfare or about its value. The philosophical
tradirion offers us many such theories. We will try to determine
whether any of them is adequate; if not, then we will need to look
for something better (or perhaps conclude that a general theory is
just not to be had in this area).

Our concern will be with welfare in the original meaning still
preserved in the term’s erymology: the condition of faring or doing
well. It is in this sense that welfare attaches pre-eminently to the
lives of individuals, and a person’s welfare is more or less the same
as her well-being or interest or (in one of its many meanings) her
good. Wherein does welfare, in this sense, consist? What is it for
a life to go well (or badly)? And what is the practical importance
of welfare? What role should it play, say, in ethics {or politics)?
These are the questions which will occupy us.

Welfare matters. On this much we all agree, at the very least
when our own interest is at stake. Although most of us are highly
fallible managers of our personal affairs, we generally have a fairly
definite sense of when things are going well or badly for us, and a
settled preference for the former condition over the larter. When
we face the large decisions that shape our lives—what to work
at, whom to marry, where to live, whether to have children—we
either make them primarily with a view to our own well-being or,
if not, come to regret this failing afterward. If the failing is per-
sistent then our lives do not merely go badly, they also cease in a
real sense to be our lives. At that point we need to remind our-
selves that a certain degree of self-centredness is an indispensable
condition for being a person or a subject in the first place. Falling
below this minimum, having too little regard for one's own good,
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is not a virtue but a pathology, not altruism or saintliness but
debasement or servility.

For most of us, especially if we are white, male, and affluent,
this is not a danger; we have little difficulty rising above the thresh-
old level of self-interest necessary in order to have an identity of
our own. Qur problem may then seem to be avoiding the opposite
extreme: the exclusive concern for his own good which is the
characteristic mark of the egoist. However, this temptation seems
remarkably easy to resist (far easier than the slide the other way
into the annihilation of the self). The pure egoist, indeed, seems to
be exclusively the creature of textbooks in ethics or economics;
with the possible exception of psychopaths, the type is virtually
non-existent in real life. What renders it impracticable is our con-
dition as social beings. Even if we picture ourselves as engaged
primarily by our own well-being, we can scarcely avoid extending
this concern at least to some favoured circle of others—relations,
neighbours, friends, co-workers, lovers—to whom we feel closely
connected. Most of us also manage to take a broader view, iden-
tifying at least intermittently with the interests of a nation or class
or ethnic group or culture or race or gender. Indeed we go further
still, since even the most hard-hearted among us are likely to find
our sympathies aroused when we are confronted by the corrosive
effects of poverty or famine or war on the lives of distant stran-
gers. We care abourt their plight, simply because it is so bad for
them; as would-be egoists we are dismal failures,

Welfare, whether our own or that of others, is not merely a
practical concern for us—something that we seek simply because
we happen to care about it. It is also a prominent fearure of our
common-sense morality, imposing constraints on the pursuit of
our projects, The general form of these constraints is that we must
show a due concern or respect for others (and for ourselves as
well, in case we are not already naturally inclined in that direc-
tion). In their more specific formulations they govern wvirtually
every aspect of our lives: decisions affecting minors must be made
‘in the best interest of the child’, treatment decisions protect the
interest of the patient, trusts must be administered in the best
interest of the beneficiary, governments must manage their affairs
in the interest of the governed, and so on. Welfare is also implic-
ated in some of the rraditional virtues: prudence and benevolence,
of course, but also friendship and even justice, which requires
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inter alia that we refrain from the deliberate infliction of harm on
others. Indeed, were we to subtract the notions of harm and bene-
fit from common-sense morality, there would be little left: not
only little substantive content, but few of our thick ethical con-
cepts as well,

The centrality of welfare in ethics has long been recognized by
moral philosophers. It is difficult to think of any major ethical
theory which does not assign an important role to protecting the
interests of some favoured set of welfare subjects. Theories which
share this common commitment may, of course, go on to differ
in significant ways: which subjects they privilege {the members of
one’s society? the members of our species? all sentient beings?),
what sort of protection they afford {a set of basic rights? a place
at the bargaining table? inclusion in the general welfare?), and so
on. One such dimension will be of particular interest for our n-
quiry: whether welfare is the only basic value countenanced by the
theory, or is merely one among a plurality of such goods. The view
that welfare is the only value which an ethical theory need take
seriously, ultimately and for its own sake, we shall call welfarism.’

Welfarism is one possible answer to the question of how much
welfare matters for ethics: it counts for everything. It is a highly
contentious answer, largely out of favour these days. Historically,
its principal defenders have been the utilitarians, who adopted wel-
farism as their theory of the good. But a commitment to welfarism
is not necessarily a commitment to utilitarianism; a welfarist may
equally be a natural law theorist or deontologist. Being a utilitar-
ian requires being a welfarist, but not vice versa. Besides its wel-
farism, utilitarianism is composed of two further ingredients, each
of them highly contentious in its own right: consequentialism, the
view that the right consists in maximizing the general good, and
aggregation, the view that the general good is the sum toral of
individual goods. The ethical theory which results from combining
all three ingredients is very much out of favour these days, and
this fact may partially account for the unpopularity of welfarism.
However this may be, it would be quite wrong to reject welfarism
simply because of its traditional connections with utilitarianism;
if there is something seriously amiss with the latter, it might lie
in one (or both) of its other defining fearures. The adequacy of

" Following Sen ro-g.



4 The Concept of Welfare

welfarism as a theory of value for ethics is an issue which merits
attention on its own, free of all guilt by association. Giving it this
attention will be one of our aims,

We will be concerned both with the nature of welfare (what is
it for a life to be going well?) and with its value (what role should
well-being play in an ethical theory?). In principle, these questions
could be addressed in either order. I have chosen to begin by ask-
ing what welfare consists in while prescinding as much as possible
from the role it might play in our moral thinking. This order seems
a natural one, since in general we expect the value of a thing o
depend on its nature, rather than vice versa.

However, it does have one signihcant drawback. Questions abour
the value of welfare are, by and large, more familiar to common
sense than guestions about its nature. Most of us manage our
ordinary lives on the unreflective assumption that well-being is
worth pursuing or promoting and that ill-being (if we may call it
that) is equally worth avoiding or preventing, that it is a good
thing for lives to go well and a bad thing for them to go badly,
that it counts in favour of some activity or condition that it is
benehcial and against it that it 1s harmful, and so on. In all of this
we are taking for granted the positive value of welfare (and the
negative value of illfare). Furthermore, we generally think and act
as though welfare were valuable for its own sake, or in its own
right, rather than merely as a means to some further, deeper good,
In doing so we assign it basic or ultimate value; we would there-
fore be puzzled if someone asked why welfare 15 valuable or de-
manded to be shown what it is valuable for. Surely welfare is
valuable in itself, if anything is.

This is not to say that questions about the value of welfare are
straightforward, or that the right answers to them are obvious; on
the contrary, they are some of the deepest and most difficult issues
in philosophical ethics. At every stage, however, these 1ssues can
readily be connected to the concerns of our everyday lives, In this
respect, though intricate and even abstract, they remain inrelligible
and accessible. Furthermore, it seems obvious why tackling them
will require specifically philosophical skills. The sciences, includ-
ing the social sciences, have artempted to expel all questions of
value from their territory. Whether or not they have succeeded in
this purge, the upshot has been to relegate these 1ssues to the do-
main of philosophy. Of course, it may be that evaluative questions
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are inherently undecidable, thus that no methodology, scientific or
otherwise, is adequate to them. Bur if they are resolvable, the tech-
niques needed for resolving them are, by common consent, philoso-
phical ones. Where the value of welfare is concerned, therefore, it
is easy to see why our inguiry must be a philosophical one.

The boundary between science and philosophy is harder to lo-
cate when our aim is to discover not how or why welfare matters
but what it is. In general when we want to understand what some-
thing is, or what it is like, the sciences seem the obvious place to
turn. It is a mysterious matter, therefore, how there could be room
for a peculiarly philosophical inquiry into the nature of welfare.
Worse, the question itself is mysterious. An answer to it will tell
us what welfare consists in, or what is constitutive of it. But surely
we must already know what welfare 1s, since we all seek it in our
everyday lives. How, then, could a philosophical inquiry into the
nature of welfare ever yield any novel results? Indeed, if we do not
already agree on what counts as welfare, how could it ever yield
any results at all?

1.1 THE NATURE OF THINGS

These puzzles may not be generated by any features peculiar to
welfare. They miaght equally perplex us were we undertaking an
inguiry into the nature of other things which have traditionally
interested philosophers, such as mental states, or persons, or prop-
erties, or numbers, These investigations would all fall within the
domain of metaphysics, which is itself a rather odd business. Con-
sider, for instance, philosophical theories about the nature of cau-
sation. Such theories are plainly not empirical or scientific. They
do not report causal connections between particular events or
states of the world, and if we wish to learn about such connec-
tions we do not consult the works of philosophers. On the other
hand, however, they also seem not to be merely analytic or con-
ceptual. When we are adjudicating rival theories of cansation it does
not suffice ro reflect on our common-sense idea of a causal rela-
tionship. This is not to say that there is nothing of importance to
be learned from exploring and clarifying our concepts; most ‘or-
dinary language’ philosophy has had this modest but worthwhile
aim. But no amount of explication of our conceptual framework
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could ever tell us what causal connections really are, as opposed
to what we conceive them to be. Theories about the nature of
causation purport to tell us what the world is really like, not just
to remind us of our ideas about it.*

The fact that theories of causation are more than merely analytic
helps to explain why so much argument is generally expended in
order to support them, and also how they can yield surprisingly
revisionist results. Consider, for instance, Hume's celebrated critique
of the idea of a necessary connection berween events. This idea,
that if one event is the cause of another then the first necessitates
the second, or has the power to make it happen, is certainly one
ingredient, perhaps the central one, in our ordinary concept of
causation. Hume argued, however, that there are no such connec-
tions out there in the world—or that, if there are, we could never
have any knowledge of them.” He therefore concluded thar the
only ingredient in our ordinary concept which we can know to be
an accurate reflection of the external world is regular succession.
Whether or not Hume was right about this, he plainly thought
himself to be doing more than merely analysing our idea of cau-
sation; his conclusions are a critique of the adequacy of that con-
cept as a picture of what goes on in the world. Similarly, when
other philosophers dispute Hume’s account they do not accuse him
of conceptual blindness or confusion. What is at issue berween
rival theories here is substantive, not linguistic; they disagree not
about what we commonly take causation to be but about what it
really is.

Theories of causation therefore seem to occupy a middle ground
between the merely conceptual and the fully empirical. On the one
side they presuppose a shared network of causal conceprs, without
which we would lack prereflective agreement concerning what is
to count as a causal connection. On the other side they generalize
over all such connections in all domains, telling us what must be
true of any states of the world in order for them to be linked in
this way. Theories of causation are answers to the question “What

! See Mackie 1974, introduction.

! Mackie 1974, ch. 1 is ambivalent between an ontological reading of Hume's
claim (there are no necessary connecnions) and an epistemological one (no such
connections can be known to us). Strawson 1989 argees against the former and in
favour of the latter. Both claims do more than merely analyse our concepr of
causatioen,
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is it for one event to cause another?” They purport to reveal what
causation consists of, or what is constitutive of it. They offer truth
conditions for causal claims, or existence conditions for causal
relations.

An inguiry into the nature of welfare seems to occupy this same
intermediate territory. Its aim is not to tell us what is good or bad
for us, or to advise us on how to attain the former and avoid the
latter. If we seck such self-help guides they are readily available
(indeed scarcely avoidable). But philosophers have no special ex-
pertise to offer on these questions; just as they are not biologists
or physicists investigating some specific empirical domain, they are
also not therapists or consultants on personal growth. However,
in the same way that any particular causal inquiry presupposes
some general account of what it is for one thing to cause another,
any prudential advice presupposes some general account of what
it is for something to benefit or harm us, thus what it is for
our lives to go well or badly. If a theory of welfare is possible, it
would provide this constitutive account. In doing so it would yield
truth conditions for claims about, or assessments of, our interest
or well-being,

This philosophical inquiry in turn presupposes that we share a
concept of welfare which is rich and stable enough to support a
high degree of preanalytic agreement on what is to count as faring
well or badly. Only if these conceptual resources are available can
we be sure that rival constitutive accounts are all theories about
the nature of the same thing. But a theory of welfare will not
merely explicate our ordinary concept of well-being; additionally,
it will tell us what the world must be like in order for this concept
to apply to it, what must be the case in order for any welfare as-
sessments to be true. Since a theory of this sort will impose a reality
test on the adequacy of our ideas, it too will be capable in principle
of yielding results which are revisionist or subversive.

While there are revealing analogies between welfare and such
standard objects of metaphysical inquiry as causation, they must
not be pushed roo far. We must, of course, allow for the possibil-
ity that welfare does not have a nature in any interesting sense,
perhaps because it is too historically or culturally variable. (But
then the same might turn out to be true for causation, or sub-
stance, or even numbers.) However this may be, there is one obvious
difference between welfare and these other items: because they do
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not generally seem the right sorts of thing to have (or lack) value,
theories about their nature are not usually shaped by normative or
evaluative considerations. {Causation in the law may be an excep-
tion to this rule.) Where welfare is concerned, however, it may be
doubted whether its nature really can be settled independently of
assumptions about its value. Afrer all, welfare is itself evaluarive:
it is a matter of how well a life is going. Although standards of
adequacy for theories of causation may be value-free, how could
this be so for welfare? How are we to keep evaluative presuppo-
sitions out of theories about the nature of welfare? Whar are the
appropriate standards here for adjudicating among rival theories?

At the extremes two different sorts of approach are possible.
The first begins by presupposing a particular theoretical frame-
work and then goes on to test competing conceptions of welfare
for their ability to play a predetermined role within that frame-
work. The background theory could in principle be either ex-
planatory or normative, In fact, however, philosophers who have
argued from this direction have had a decided preference for
normative theories, usually theories either of rationality or of moral-
ity. Let us imagine, then, some such framework with a particular
niche to be occupied by welfare. If it is a theory of rationality it
might take the form of prescribing that agents maximize their own
welfare, while if it is a theory of morality it might require maxi-
mization of the general welfare, or the equal distribution of welfare,
or maximizanon of the welfare of the worst off. Whatever the
particular normative context, the only criterion of adequacy for a
candidate conception will be its ability to play its designated role
within the framework in question, which will be determined in
turn by the viability of the framework when that conception is
inserted into it. In this case theories of welfare are to be assessed
solely for their normative adequacy.

The opposite procedure involves decoupling the nature of wel-
fare from its potential role in a normative framework and testing
candidate conceptions for their fit with our ordinary experience
of welfare and our ordinary judgements concerning it. It will
then count in favour of a conception that it is faithful to that ex-
perience and makes sense of those judgements. Call this criterion
descriptive adequacy. Of course, if our pretheoretical concept of
welfare has regions which are unsettled or disputed then no theory
about its nature will be able to make sense of everyone's intuitive
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responses, In that event the criterion of best fit would become
more complicated, and perhaps also less determinate. But the basic
idea would remain that the best theory of welfare is the one which
best captures our ordinary reflections and deliberative practices.
In recent years a number of treatments of compering concep-
tions of welfare have focused, either primarily or exclusively, on
their normative adequacy.® In many of those discussions the issue
has been posed in roughly the following way. Suppose that we
share an egalitarian conception of social justice—one, that is, whose
goal is that individuals have equal shares of something or other,
We must then face the question: What is the stuff of which justice
requires an equal distribution? In G. A, Cohen’s felicitous phrase,
what is the currency of egalitarian justice? Suppose that our an-
swer to that further question is: welfare. Our theory of justice now
has the more determinate goal of ensuring that individuals are
roughly equally well off, or that disparities in living standards be
kept to a minimum. In order to fill it out further we must go on
to give an account of what we take welfare to consist in. In doing
so we will need to assess different competing theories (is it the
achievement of some level of functioning or flourishing? is it pleas-
ure and the absence of pain? is it the satisfaction of desires or
preferences?). In this assessment, however, we will always keep
our normative objective in view: we want an account of what
welfare consists in such that the requirement of an equal distribu-
tion of that makes for a plavsible theory of justice. Our eventual
choice of a theory of welfare is then entirely driven by our prior
commitment to a welfarist {(and egalitarian) theory of justice.’
It seems clear that this cannot stand as the sole test of adequacy
for candidate theories. To see why this is so, suppose that after much
argument and deliberation it becomes clear to you that resources
are the currency of an egalitarian theory of justice. As a lover of
the truth you will want to embrace this result. But suppose also
that you have maintained a lifelong commitment to welfarism as
a general theory of value for ethics and politics and that you are
reluctant to give it up. You can achieve both of your aims by this
simple procedure: first you accept a theory of justice which equares

* Bee Seanlon 1975, Sen 1980, Dworkin ro81a, Riley 1988, and Cohen 1989,

* Or: our rejection of welfare as the currency of egalitarian justice follows from
the conclusion that there is no conception of its nature which makes equality of
welfare a defensible normative ideal; see Dworkin 19810 and Cohen 1989,
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it with equality of welfare and then you accept a theory of welfare
which equates it with ownership of resources. By the standard of
normative adequacy this must be the best theory of welfare, since
ex hypothesi it generates the best (welfarist) theory of justice.

Although welfare is affected by resource ownership, the two are
obviously not identical; something has therefore gone amiss with
your procedure for selecting a theory of welfare. The problem is
that your selection was driven solely by normative considerations;
there was no independent control to ensure thar the eventual winner
would be a plausible theory of welfare at all. Resource egalitar-
1anism is not a particular variant of a welfarist theory of justice;
it is a rival to any such theory. This shortcoming will afflict any
attempt to adjudicate among competing theories of welfare on
normative grounds alone, Because the notion of welfare already
has a vernacular currency it is not available as a term of art, to
be defined in whatever way will best suit some favoured theorer-
ical needs. In order to defend a conception of welfare against its
competitors it is not enough to show that it has the best ft in
some predetermined normative niche, and then to call this concep-
tion welfare, Whatever theoretical role we may have in mind for
welfare, we will need an independent test of descriptive adequacy
for theories about its nature.

If such a test is necessary, then is ir also sufficient? Can theories
of welfare be assessed merely for their descriptive adequacy, while
holding open all questions about the normative work they might
do? Can we sertle the narure of welfare first and worry about its
value later? There is certainly this difference berween the two pro-
cedures for selecting the best theory: whereas normative criteria
could not in principle be self-standing, descriptive criteria might
be. But we do not yet know whether they are. Here there is no
way to tell without taking a closer look at what such criteria
might look like.

1.2 DESCRIPTIVE ADEQUACY

The basic test i1s easy enough to state: the best theory about the
nature of welfare is the one which is most faithful to our ordinary
concept and our ordinary experience. That experience is given by
what we think or feel or know about well-being, both our own
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and that of others. The data which a candidate theory must fit,
therefore, consist of the prodigious variety of our preanalytic
convictions. We manifest these convictions whenever we judge
that our lives are going well or badly, that pursuing some objec-
tive will be profitable or advantageous for us, that a change in our
circumstances has left us better or worse off, that some policy
would enhance or erode our quality of life, that some measure is
necessary in order to protect the interest of our family or com-
munity, that a practice which is beneficial for us may be harmful
ro others, that we are enjoying a higher standard of living than our
forebears, and so on. A theory of welfare tells us what the world
must be like in order for such judgements to be correct; it offers
us truth conditions for them. Its degree of fit with our ordinary
experience will therefore be a funcrion of the extent to which the
truth conditions it offers can support and systematize our intuitive
assessments. A theory about the nature of welfare is a proposed
interpretation of our preanalytic convictions, and the best inter-
pretation is the one which makes the best sense of those convictions.

In applying this test one of our principal assets is the richness
of our welfare vocabulary. The concept of welfare is analytically
connected to such cognate notions as well-being, interest, good,
benefit, profit, advantage—and their various antonyms. A theory
of welfare must preserve this network of analytic connections; if
it fails to do so then it is an interpretation of some other concept.
5Since there are many such connections we will have many substi-
tution tests for a candidate theory. Doubtless there are differences
among the various items in our conceptual framework which will
explain why some but not others apply In certain cases. But gen-
erally speaking a theory has given us truth conditions for welfare
assessments only if it is capable of supporting all of these cognate
judgements.

Our other main asset 15 our familiarity with welfare, which is
more internal and immediate to our lives than many other items
of philosophical interest. In this respect a constitutive account of
weltare is less like a theory about the nature of causal relations or
properties or numbers, and more like an analysis of emotion or
pleasure or desire.

Even with these resources, however, the basic test of fidelity
remains much too crude. Determining the fit of a particular theory
cannot be a matter merely of checking its implications one by one
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against our intuitions, registering its various successes and failures
as they occur, and then aggregating these piecemeal results into an
overall score. Any such mechanical procedure will overlook im-
portant features of those very intuitions. Some of them, for in-
stance, will inevitably be more central to our unreflective practices
than others, in which case their preservation should surely count
tor more than the preservation of more marginal elements. The
test of fidelity therefore needs to be informed by a map of our
network of preanalytic convictions which distinguishes its core
from its periphery. Our core beliefs about welfare are those we
hold with the highest degree of conhdence, or which best survive
the process of challenge or reflection. One sign, therefore, that we
have moved from core to periphery is that our responses become
tentative or divided. In these areas of indeterminacy or dispute no
test of fit is straightforwardly applicable; here any interpretation
of our concept will also be a partial reconstruction of it, Further,
it is also possible that some of the ingredients of our concept are
confused or even incoherent, in which case any mterpretation of
it will also revise and reform it. Our test of fidelity seems too con-
servative to select among alternative possible reconstructions or
revisions.

However, we need not confine the test merely to our intuitive
judgements; we are also free to consider the role which welfare
plays in common-sense psychology. We often explain conduct by
ascribing motives which in one way or another rake well-being as
their object, motives such as generosity, compassion, friendship,
malice, greed, and envy. Just as we can require a theory of welfare
to support our ordinary assessments, so we can also require it to
support our psychological explanations. Of course it need not
underwrite all of them; some of our modes of explanation or inrer-
pretation might turn out to be misguided or mistaken. But it is
inconceivable thar all of them should turn our this way, and any
theory which yielded such a result would thereby reveal that it
was a theory about something other than welfare.

It is impossible to specify in advance what will count as an
adequate fit with our common-sense psychology; the degree of
match {or mismatch) will have to be determined for each candi-
date theory. But one decisive failure of fit is worth special men-
tion. Although we often attribute selfish motives to agents, we also
recognize that they are capable of altruism or self-sacrifice. We
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thus decisively reject the thesis of psychological egoism, which
holds that all intentional action is ultimately motivated by self-
interest. This fact—that my own well-being is just one possible end
of action among others for me—is a core element in our ordinary
concept. A theory of welfare must therefore provide no support
for psychological egoism; if it implies that all intentional action is,
or must be, self-interested then it has mistaken welfare for some
other notion.

Fidelity to our ordinary experience has now come to embrace
both our pretheoretical beliefs about well-being, whether in our
own case or that of others, and also the role of these beliefs in our
practical deliberations and our common-sense explanations. The
further criteria of descriptive adequacy are all latent in, or deriva-
tive from, this basic test. But they deserve separate mention.

Generality. One obvious desiderarum in a theory of welfare is
completeness: it should give us truth conditions for all of the dif-
ferent sorts of welfare assessments we make. For present purposes
we can sort these assessments very roughly into two groups: those
which situate a subject at some particular welfare level and those
which chart a subject’s gains or losses (and therefore changes of
level). Ascriptions of welfare levels seem to have the same logic as
ascriptions of many other personal attributes, such as height or
power or wealth: we presuppose some scale, appropriate for the
kinds of creatures we are, on which we then locate a particular
person’s position or compare the positions of different persons,
On the other hand, claims about the beneficial or harmful effects
of some circumstance chart movements up or down such a scale,
from one level to another. Both types of assessment may be either
positive or negative. Someone’s position on the welfare scale may
be either high or low: she may be well off or badly off, fortunate
or unfortunate, doing well or doing poorly, Likewise, a change of
level may be either up or down: the person may gain or lose, may
be made better or worse off, may be benefited or harmed.

No set of truth conditions for welfare assessments is complete
unless it covers all of these categories of judgement—positive and
negative, of fixed levels and of changes in level. Furthermore, it
must also be able to sustain the rough discriminations of extent or
degree which we make in all of them. A theory of welfare must
therefore tell us what it is for one person to be much better or
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worse off than another, or for a particular benefit or harm to be
only slight or negligible. We will discard as incomplete any theory
which supports some of these modes of assessment, but can make
no sense of others.

The requirement of generality has a further aspect as well. We
make welfare assessments, of all of the foregoing types, concern-
ing a wide variety of subjects. Besides the paradigm case of adult
human persons, our welfare vocabulary applies just as readily to
children and infants, and to many non-human beings. It is perfectly
natural for me to say that my cat is doing well, that having an ear
infection is bad for her, that she has benefited from a change of
diet, and so on. In making these judgements it certainly seems to
me that I am applying exactly the same concept of welfare to my
cat that I habitually apply to my friends. A theory of welfare will
therefare also be incomplete if it covers only them and ignores her.

This ideal of complete coverage, however, brings into question
the boundary between the core and the periphery of our ordinary
practices. Just how far beyond the paradigm case does the concept
of welfare apply? All of the central ingredients in our welfare
vocabulary seem straightforwardly applicable to cats, who there-
fore qualify as core subjects. But what about more primirive ani-
mals, such as insects, or molluscs, or bacteria? What about plants?
Or machines? Or works of art? What about feruses, or embryos?
Or the brain dead? Here no straightforward version of the gener-
ality test is of any assistance. We cannot say that a theory with a
wider range of application is superior just on that score, since
the best account will then be the one which somehow contrives
to apply to absolutely everything there is. The problem is that
the range of application of our welfare vocabulary 1s itself indeter-
minate or disputed, and also that different elements of it appear
to have different ranges. Some items, including the key notions of
welfare and interest, seem to be ar home only with creatures who
qualify as subjects in the strict sense, by virtue of manifesting
some form of mental life. But others, such as benefit or good, seem
to apply readily to other animate or even inanimate beings. Further-
more, for each of these notions there will be some threshold area
where we seem to be crossing from literal to merely metaphorical
application, though of course what counts as an area of strict ap-
plication for a broader notion will count as a figurative extension
for a narrower one.
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Like the basic test of fidelity, generality therefore presupposes a
rough initial distinction between the core and the periphery of our
concept of welfare. A theory of welfare would clearly be incom-
plete were it to exclude children or cats from the class of welfare
subjects. But it would not clearly be incomplete were it to exclude
paramecia or plants. Intuitively, the former are core welfare sub-
jects while the latter are peripheral. Whereas a theory must fir the
core of our concept it cannot avoid some degree of stipulation in
its periphery, yielding determinate results where the application of
that concept is vague and taking sides where it is in dispute. This
is not to say, however, that even in this latter region a theory has
a free hand. While here we cannot apply some antecedent stand-
ard of correctness, we can demand a rationale for delimiting the
class of welfare subjects in a particular way and we can fault the
proffered justification if it seems arbitrary or ad hoc. In addition,
whatever its resolution of peripheral cases, a theory should offer
some illuminating explanation of what makes them peripheral.

Another class of welfare subjects requires similar treatment. Thus
far it has been convenient to speak as though all such subjects are
individuals, though it may be unclear just which individuals they
are. But this assumption is also arbitrary, since our welfare vo-
cabulary permits us to speak without obvious strain of the good
or interest of collectivities such as families, communities, classes,
nations, species, and the like. Unlike idioms in which we claim to
be acting in the interest of a state of affairs (such as world peace)
or an abstract entity {such as honesty), our talk about collective
welfare does not appear to be merely figurative or metaphorical.
There thus seems little doubt that a conception of welfare which
made no allowance for it whatever would be seriously incomplete.
At the same time, we may legitimately wonder whether the inter-
est of a collectivity is distinct from the aggregate interests of its
constituent members, thus whether collectivities qualify as welfare
subjects in their own right. Unlike viruses or pine trees, the prob-
lem raised by collectivities is not whether they lack the (physical
or psychological) wherewithal to have interests of their own, but
whether the interest of a collectivity is something distinct from the
interests of its members (who have already been acknowledged
as core welfare subjects). Since our prenterpretative intuitions do
not seem to settle this reductionist issue one way or the other, we
once again cannot impose a particular settlement as a condition of
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descriptive adequacy. But we can require a theory of welfare to as-
sign priority to (some) individuals as core subjects, to explain why
collectivities belong to the periphery of hard cases, and to provide
an intelligible and principled solution to the problem of their status.

Formality. We can further expand our set of criteria by exploir-
ing the analogy between a theory about the nature of welfare and
theories about the nature of other things. A theory of causation
does not tell us what causes cancer or inflation. Rather, it tells us
what a causal connection between any two events consists in, or
what it is for one state of affairs to cause another. That is to say,
it completes the formula ‘x causes vy if and only if x stands in
relation R to y' by proposing a value for R. It would plainly be
a mistake for such a theory to confuse the conditions which con-
stitute a causal connection between two things (the value for R)
with any of the particular things capable of being causally effica-
cious (the values for x). An account of the nature of causation is
one thing, an inventory of causes quite another.

There 1s an important sense, therefore, in which a constitutive
account of the nature of causation must be formal or second-
order. A theory about the nature of welfare must likewise be
formal. It must tell us what it is for someone’s life to go well or
badly, or for someone to be benefited or harmed. In order to do
so it must provide the appropriate relation to complete such for-
mulas as ‘x benefits y if and only if x stands in relation R ro y'.
It would be an equally plain mistake for a theory to confuse the
conditions which constitute someone's being benehred by some-
thing (the value for R) with any of the particular things capable
of being beneficial (the values for x). A theory therefore must not
confuse the nature of well-being with its (direct or intrinsic) sources;
it must offer us, not (merely) a list of sources, but an account of
what qualifies something (anything) to appear on that list. Of
course, having such an account in hand may be advantageous to
us when we set abour enumerating the particular conditions which
contribute to well-being (for some particular set of welfare sub-
jects), just as an analysis of the nature of causation may guide us
in uncovering particular causal connections. But the nature of
welfare is one thing, its several sources quite another.

We should expect many sources of welfare ro vary from indi-
vidual to individual, and from group to group, reflecting differ-
ences of taste or situation or constitution. Although ballet dancers
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and football hooligans, Amazonian aboriginals and Wall Street
brokers, dolphins and giraffes may all require vastly different
conditions in order for their lives to go well, a theory of welfare,
because it must be both formal and general, must abstract from
these contingencies of history, culture, and even biology. For it
must offer a common, and comprehensive, answer to questions
such as the following: “What does the good or well-being of all of
these creatures consist in?’ “What is it for their lives to go well (or
badly):" “What is it for something to make their lives go better {or
worse)

It should now be evident just how ambitious our requirements
are. The search for a unitary theory of welfare is based on the
hypothesis that, however plural welfare may be at the level of its
sources, like causation it is unitary at the level of its nature. There
is therefore one answer to the foregoing questions which applies
equally to all the different varieties of welfare, all of its sources,
and all of its many subjects. What reason could we have to accept
this hypothesis? It i1s weakly supported, I suppose, by the linguistic
facts. When we distinguish, for instance, among physical, psy-
chological, and emotional well-being, this sugpests that there is
something—well-being unmodified—of which these are the several
kinds or aspects. Likewise, we certainly seem to move freely around
the welfare terrain, speaking of the well-being of women and men,
children and adults, human beings and animals, without any con-
sciousness of ambiguity or equivocation. But none of this evidence
is sufficient to defeat the rival hypothesis that welfare is somehow
different in its nature for its different varieties or occasions or
categories of subjects. The assumption of the unity of welfare must
therefore remain just that: an unproven regulatory hypothesis
gmiding our inquiry. We will not know whether or not it is justi-
fied until we either ind an adeguate theory or are compelled to
admit failure.

Neutrality. The first two criteria of adequacy combine to yield
a third. If a theory is to be general then it must apply to a wide
range of creatures diverse in their natures, tastes, and forms of life.
If it i1s also ro be formal, then it must not consist merely in a list
of goods considered to be indispensable to well-being, whether the
list generalizes across all of these crearures or applies only to some
particular variety of them. But this means that an account of the
nature of welfare must not have built into it any bias in favour of
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some particular goods or some preferred way of life. Any such
bias will inevitably violate generality—what concrete form of life
could plausibly be thought to be best for all sentient beings, or all
organisms, regardless of their differences? Bur the requirement of
neutrality holds equally when artention is restricted to a particular
species, such as us. Because of the formidable diversity of human
cultures, patterns of socialization, tastes, and conditons of life,
rich and rewarding human lives come in a variety of forms. No
descriptively adequate theory of welfare can simply favour some
of these possibilities over others, whether it be a preference for
planning over spontaneity, for complexity over simplicity, for civil-
ization over tribal life, for excitement over tranquillity, for risk
over safety, for perpetual striving over contentment, for sexuality
over celibacy, for companionship over solitude, for religious con-
viction over atheism, for rationality over emotion, for the intellec-
tual life over the physical, or whatever.

To impose this condition of neutrality is not to deny that crea-
tures of a certain nature will standardly flourish better under some
forms of life than others. Surely this is to be expected; ofthand, it
seems likelier as the nature in question becomes more rigid, but it
may well be true even for creatures as malleable as we are. But
where this is so, the favoured way of life must fall out as a con-
fhrming implication of a formally neutral theory; it must notr be
built in as one of its presuppositions, The danger of bias is, of
course, greatest in our own case, since it is tempting to shape an
account of the nature of human welfare around some preferred
assumption about the way in which a human life should be lived,
This temptation must be resisted.

We now have four cardinal virtues for a theory of welfare:
fidelity, generality, formality, and neutrality. A descriptively ad-
equate theory will be faithful to our ordinary assessments of well-
being, including the role they play in our common-sense psychology,
will cover all core cases and provide a principled resolution of
peripheral cases, will not confuse welfare with its sources or ingre-
dients, and will be free of distorting bias. It should be clear by
now that any comparison of candidate theories will be mulridi-
mensional. Thus there is room for a theory to satisfy some criteria
better than others, and there may be no theory which fully satisfies
them all. In that case picking the best theory will require balancing
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assets against liabilities, deciding which failures are forgivable and
which fatal. This means that there will inevitably be much room
for judgement, and undoubtedly some for stipulation and con-
strucrion as well.

We can now return to the question we left dangling at the end
of the previous section. We know that a theory of welfare cannot
be selected on purely normative grounds, while ignoring all de-
scriptive considerations. But it now seems likely that it cannot be
selected on purely descriptive grounds either. If in choosing the
best theory we are partly engaged in construction or stipulation,
then some of this process will inevitably be guided by the norm-
ative destination which we have in mind. If we think that welfare
matters, in some fairly determinate way, for ethics or politics, then
we will be unable to keep this assumption from shaping our choices
when our pretheoretical intuitions are uncertain or divided. (In-
deed, we will be unable to determine, in any systematic way, just
when our intuitions are genuinely pretheoretical.) In the discussion
to follow, when I am reviewing some of the candidate theories of
welfare, I have no doubt that some of my conclusions will be
influenced by the role I have in mind for welfare in the framework
of an ethical theory. The theories concerning the nature and value
of welfare which 1 shall be defending are therefore more inter-
dependent than their linear order of exposition might suggest,

None the less, that order still seems to me the right one. Norm-
ative considerations properly come into play only around the edges
of our ordinary concept, in its disputed or unsettled regions. When
the constraints imposed by that concept run out, or when the evid-
ence provided by our ordinary experience is indeterminate or incon-
sistent, then there is a time for shaping a theory of welfare to fit
some favoured normative niche. If you think, as I do, that welfare
Is the appropriate currency for ethics then you will wish to resolve
indeterminacies and inconsistencies in such a way as to make that
claim seem more, rather than less, plausible. If you are more ec-
lectic in your ethical theorizing, or think that welfare has no place
in ethics at all, then you will be pulled in a different direction. But
these questions only arise for theories whose descriptive adequacy
has already been established, at least for the central regions of our
concept. Since welfare is a quality of our lives of which we have
direct lived experience, the first question for any theory of welfare
remains its fidelity to that experience, In this respect, then, questions
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about the nature of welfare still logically precede questions about
its value,

1.3 DIMENSIONS OF VALUE

One further aspect of descriptive adequacy merits separate treat-
ment. We have noted already that welfare differs from such meta-
physical staples as causation in being inherently evaluative. To say
that T am well off, or that I am flourishing, is plainly to evaluate
my life. It follows that a theory abour the nature of welfare will
tell us what it is for our lives to have, or to lack, a certain kind of
value. Lives, however, are complex things whose value can be as-
sessed along a number of different dimensions or from a number
of different standpoints. Welfare represents only one of these
dimensions—one way in which a life can be going well—and it is
important to distinguish it as clearly as possible from the others.

Welfare assessments concern whar we may call the prudential
value of a life,” namely how well it is going for the mdividual
whase life it is. This relativization of prudential evaluation to the
proprietor of the life in question is one of the deepest features of
the language of welfare: however valuable something may be in
itself, it can promote my well-being only if it is also good or
beneficial for me. Since an account of the nature of welfare is
descriptively adequate only if it is faithful to our ordinary concept,
any serious contender must at least preserve the subject-relativity
which is definitive of prudential evaluation. If it cannot manage
this much then, though it might be a plausible rendering of some
other dimension of value, it is not a theory abour welfare at all.
Bur surely we should be even more demanding. A theory of wel-
fare should not only fit our ordinary concept, it should provide an
interpretation of the principal features of that concept. Subject-
relativity is a key ingredient in our concept of welfare, the feature
which differentiates prudential value from the other modes of value
applicable to lives. It is not too much to expect a theory to explic-
ate this feature, to tell us what it means for my life to be going
well not just i itself or from some other standpoint but for me,
to explain how it is that lives can have this peculiar perspectival
kind of value,

* | borrow this useful expression from Griffin 1986,
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While subject-relativity is an essential aspect of welfare, it is
also somewhar elusive. The best way to provide a preliminary sense
of what it is about is to contrast prudential value with some of the
other standpoints from which lives can be evaluated. Compiling an
exhaustive inventory of these modes of value is out of the question
(who knows how many there are?). However, three are worth
special mention, in order to distinguish them from well-being,

Aesthetic value. Etymologically, the aesthetic is the domain of
feeling or sensibility; we attribute aesthetic value to those objects
or characteristics which we find in some respect appealing or at-
tractive or admirable. Because there are many things to which we
may be attracted, or which we may admire, there are many poten-
tial bearers of this mode of value (including human lives). It seems
reasonable to suppose that the aesthetic standards appropriate for
assessing a particular thing will depend on the kind of thing it is;
the criteria appropriate for a novel will not fit a haiku, what we
find charming in an adult may be grotesque in a child. Evaluating
lives from an aesthetic standpoint will therefore require standards
which are warranted by the kind of thing a life is.

What might such standards look like? Here is one possible story.
A human life, we might say, is in some measure an artefact cap-
able of being shaped and moulded by its possessor {or by others).
It is therefore something which we may treat, or live, as a work
of art, Because a life is a temporally extended object, or event, to
shape it or subject it to conscious direction is to impose a structure
on the way in which it unfolds, so thart its development conforms
to some conscious partern. We need not, of course, think that only
one such structure or pattern confers aesthetic value on a life. As
in the case of music or architecture, there may be some who fa-
vour unity or balance or proportion, while others cultivate discord
or incongruity. Perhaps there will be many ways of living the aes-
thetic life, sharing only the feature of having been under some de-
gree of artistic control.

Other background stories can be imagined as well. We might
say, in the spirit of G. E. Moore, that a life gains aesthetic value
when it manifests aesthetic sensibility, thus a suitable degree of
appreciation of the aesthetic value of (other) things in the world.
This account would treat lives as second-order aesthetic objects,
whose value was dependent on the recognition of first-order objects;
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it would attach a high aesthetic value to being an aesthete. Alter-
narively, we mighr join Quentin Crisp in thinking that the point
is to live one’s life with a certain style or panache, whatever sub-
stantive ends one might choose to pursue. On this view it is not
what we do that marters, bur how we do it _

Because of the wide range of its possible objects, aesthetic value
is unlikely to be confused with welfare. This is clearest when we
are dealing with objects, such as artefacts and features of the
landscape, that are not possible welfare subjects. But the distine-
tion between aesthetic and prudential value also holds in the case
of lives, which are capable of bearing both, Suppose that one or
another of the foregoing accounts identifies the aesthertically valu-
able features of a life. From the fact that your life possesses these
features to a high degree we plainly may not conclude that you are
faring well. This is not {or not only) because a prudential assess-
ment of your life is broader in its scope, taking into account
conditions, such as illness or poverty, which are likely to be irrel-
evant from the aesthetic point of view. Although this much is true,
stressing the point would leave the impression that the aesthetic
value of a life is one determinant, among others, of its prudential
value. The differences between the two dimensions of value, how-
ever, run much deeper than that. Knowing that your life has a
high degree of aesthetic value does not just fail to tell us the full
story about your level of well-being—it tells us none of the story.

Imagine that you have come to the end of a life in which you
have striven to exemplify some standard of aestheric excellence—
say, one which prizes a particular kind of unity or a balance among
component interests or pursuits. Looking back on this life, you are
asking vourself whether you have anything to regret in it. One
answer you might give is that, had you the opportunity to live it
over, you might atrach less importance to these aesthetic consid-
erations, which you now regard as having been constraining and
somewhat stultifying. Perhaps you think you should have taken
more risks, or had more fun, or jusr that you should have been
less grimly determined to score high on this particular scale. What-
ever the details of your retrospective assessment, it is made from
a standpoint distinct from the aesthetic, since what is up for debate
is the proper place for the aesthetic in the conduct of your life.
Abstractly, what you are now asking yourself is not how your life
could have gone better from the aesthetic point of view (the problem
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is not that you chose the wrong standard); instead, you are asking
yourself how it might have gone better for you, how it might have
delivered more to you, had it been less devoted to that point of
view.,

It is therefore one thing for your life to contain features which
augment its aesthetic value and quite another for it to be going
well for you. Of course, if you have taken on the project of living
an aesthetically valuable life then we should expect your success
or failure in that endeavour to bear on your well-being. But the
same will hold for all of your other projects: while success in one's
projects is arguably an important source of welfare, scoring high
in aesthetic value, just considered by itself, makes no independent
contriburion.

Perfectionist value. To say that something has this sort of value
is to say that it is a good instance or specimen of its kind, or that
it exemplifies the excellences characteristic of its particular nature,
The scope of perfectionist evaluation is therefore at least as broad
as that of aesthetic evaluation, since it extends to any object, nat-
ural or arnficial, which can be located in an appropriate species or
kind. Although the two modes of value are often near kin (we com-
monly find excellence appealing and praise it in aesthetic terms), the
perfection of a thing is clearly a different matter from its beauty
or nobility: a slug or a piece of kitsch may be a paragon of its kind
despite being ugly or vulgar,

As in the aesthetic case, however, what 15 to count as a virtue
or excellence in a thing will be determined by the kind of thing it
is. A perfectionist assessment of a life 1s therefore likely to employ
standards derived from the species to which the subject of that life
belongs.” The derivation might take something like the following
form." We begin by seeking the essential characteristics of crea-
tures of the species in question—what it is that identifies them as
the particular kind of creatures they are. These will then be the
characteristics whose possession at an exemplary level makes an
individual member of the species a particularly good specimen of
that kind. The traits or abilities so selected will count as personal
excellences, conferring perfectionist value on their bearers. In our
own case we might imagine that certain cognirive abhilities would

7 It seems unlikely thar lives, abstracted from the kinds of organisms whose lives
they are, themselves form a natural kind.
* I have adapted this account from Hurka 1993,
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be included among the essential characteristics of humankind, in
which case having a well-developed capacity for abstract thought
or computation would score high on the perfectionist scale.

Like prudential (and aesthetic) value, perfectionist value needs a
theory—an account of its nature capable of yielding operational
criteria for its application. However, even in the absence of such
a theory the distinction between prudential and perfectionist value
i5 clear enough. Once apgain, vou can easily imagine yourself,
at the end of vour life, taking pride in your high level of self-
development but none the less wishing that you had gor more out
of your life, that it had been more rewarding or fulfilling, and
thinking that it might have gone better for you had vou devoted
less energy to perfecting your talents and more to just hanging out
or diversifying your interests. Whatever we are to count as excel-
lences for creatures of our nature, they will raise the perfectionist
value of our lives regardless of the extent of their payoff for us.
There is therefore no logical puarantee that the best human speci-
mens will also be the best off, or that their underdeveloped rivals
will not be faring better. Like aesthetic value, the perfectionist
value of a life is conceptually independent of how well it is going
for its owner.

Ethical value. Under its broadest construal, the realm of the
ethical is identical to that of the practical; in this sense it compre-
hends every mode of value relevant to the question of how we
should conduct our lives, including the prudential, the aesthetic, and
the perfectionist. In the modern era, however, the ethical domain
has come to be understood in a more restricted way, so that it
isolates those practical considerations which have to do with the
impact of our choices on the lives of others. In this narrower and
more social sense, which is the one I shall follow recent practice
in adopting, the ethical value of a life is sharply distinct from its
prudential value, since the welfare of others will be directly rel-
evant to determining the former but not the larter. In common
parlance we mark this distinetion whenever we lament the ills which
befall upright and decent folk, or the prosperity of the cunning
and ruthless. Philosophers have, of course, long dreamed of show-
ing that morality and self-interest coincide. But even if, contrary
to all appearances, they were to succeed in rthis, they would thereby
demonstrate only the extensional congruence of the two modes of
value, not their conceptual identity.
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The distincrion berween prudential and ethical value is an or-
ganizing principle of this inquiry, since one of its aims is to deter-
mine the ethical value of welfare itself. This question can be put
in the following way. Suppose that in the normative order ethics
precedes politics, i.e. that the norms specific to the political do-
main are grounded in deeper and more general ethical norms,
Suppose further that in the structure of an ethical theory the good
precedes the right, i.e. that the point of rights and duties, justice
and fairness, is to advance and promote a good which is both
identifiable and justihable without reference to any of these no-
tions. In that case the central and basic question of ethics be-
comes: What is this good? And one possible answer to this question
is: welfare. If this is the right answer, as welfarists think it is, then
prudential value is the sole ultimate bearer of ethical value, the
only thing whose promotion needs, and admits of, no further
ethical justification. Of course, it is no easy marter to show that
this is the right answer, or even that we are asking the right
question. Bur neither question nor answer would even be intelli-
gible were ethical and prudential value not conceptually distinet,

Detaching these various dimensions of the value of a life leaves
us with a rather disorderly conceptual landscape full of open ques-
tions: in general, the fact thar a life has a high degree of one mode
of value entails nothing whatever about is score along any other
dimension. This is not to say that there will be no interesting or
important material tendencies, but only that there are no concep-
tual connections among the various modes. This partton into
distinct realms of value will play an important argumentative role
in our assessment of theories of welfare, where from time to time
it will need to be amplified. For the moment it is enough to note
that prudential value is unigue in determining how worthwhile a
life is, or how well it is going, from the perspective of the indivi-
dual whose life it 1s. We must therefore be wary of confusing well-
being with some other measure of the quality of a life. Even the
best constitutive account of a different dimension of value cannot
be a descriptively adequate theory of welfare.
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MopeLs of the good life (for human beings) are as old as philo-
sophy itself. In the western tradition extending from the Greeks to
the present day, ideals which have attracted support have invoked
a wide variety of concepts: pleasure, happiness, the satisfaction of
desires or preferences, the fulfilment of needs, the achievement of
aims or objectives, the development of capacities or potentialities,
the maintenance of normal ftunctioning, living a form of life ap-
propriate to one's nature, and doubtless many others besides. Out
of this array our aim is to locate the account which works best
specifically as a theory of prudential value, the one which is most
faithful to our ordinary concept of welfare and our ordinary
eXperience.

Scrutinizing all of the possible candidates piecemeal would be a
tedious and time-consuming process. Qur critical task will there-
fore be greatly simplified if we can sort them into some appropri-
ate categories. But which categories? The mistake to avoid here is
grouping together theories by means of features which turn out,
upon further analysis, to be trivial or irrelevant, since we will then
be able to draw no conclusions about the category as a whole.
What we need are lines of division which are salient, by virtue of
identifying features of competing theories which bear directly
{whether positively or negatively) on their descriptive adequacy,
Such lines of division will themselves have explanatory power,
since they will always group together theories which share some
common advantage, or suffer from some common disadvantage,
vis-a-vis their rivals. We will therefore be able to say of particular
candidate theories that they are genuinely viable, or utterly un-
workable, because they fall on this side of the line or that.

There may well be many salient distinctions to be drawn among
theories of welfare, and many ways of combining these distinc-
tions into an overall taxonomy. My preferred scheme begins by
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sorting all of the candidates into two mutually exclusive and jointly
exhaustive categories; the subjective and the objective. 1 claim
salience for this line of division because I believe there to be an
interpretation of the subjective/objective distinction such that sub-
jectivity turns out to be a necessary condition of success in a theory
of welfare. If | am right then objective theories can be ruled out
of consideration as a category, all of them inadequate precisely
because they are objective.

This substantive thesis 15, of course, highly contentious, The
business of defending it will get underway in the latter part of this
chapter and continue through the next. First, however, we need to
develop the appropriate interpretation of subjectivity and objectiv-
ity. I invoke these notions as a means of classifying theories of
welfare only with great reluctance. Along with such other persist-
ent offenders as the real and the natural, the concept of the sub-
jective is one of the most treacherous in the philosopher’s lexicon,
In different contexts and for different purposes the realm of the
subjective has been delineated by means of a number of features:
privacy, immediacy, incorrigibility, unverifiability, unquantifiability,
relativity, arbitrariness, reliance on judgement or intuition, and
immunity to rational arbitration. Since each of these features is
logically distinct from all of the others, each would draw a differ-
ent boundary between the subjective and the objective. None of
the resultant lines of division, however, would answer to our
purpose since none would be salient for theories of welfare. The
problem is that, while each of these features applies to some sub-
jective phenomena, none of them is essential to the subjective as
such. What we need is a conception of subjectivity which is more
primitive than any of these, one which is capable of explaining
their range of application and its limitations.

2.1 SUBJECTIVE AND OBJECTIVE

Abstractly, the subjective is that which pertains to, or is char-
acteristic of, subjects. What then is a subject? In what seems its
philosophically primary sense, a subject is anything capable of con-
scious states or processes. Consciousness, in the sense in which it
is definitive of subjectivity, must be understoed very broadly so as
to include not only such undeniably cognitive processes as thought
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or deliberation, but also perception, sensation, emotion, memory,
desire, imagination, dreaming, appetite, and all of their psychic
kin. This very liberal conception of consciousness must therefore
be distinguished from the stricter one often utilized by psycholo-
gists and philosophers, in which it is artributed only to creatures
(like us) capable of language or self-awareness. It is difficult to ex-
plain this restriction of consciousness to the human case, perhaps
with the grudging admission of a few higher apes and cetaceans,
as anything other than plain unadulterated anthropocentrism.
The movement of thought seems to go something like this: there
are forms of cognition, involving the use of linguistic symbols,
which {(as far as we know) are unique to us; the capacity for these
processes therefore provides a useful way of delineating us from
(most, if not all) other animals; a convenient way of labelling this
boundary is to say that we are blessed with consciousness and
they are not; therefore, consciousness requires the capacity for
language.'

In any case, it is obvious that there is a much broader, common-
sense notion of consciousness which merely requires the capacity
tor any form of experience, however rudimentary it might be. In
this sense, a creature with no mode of awareness more developed
than some variety of inner or outer sense (vision, hearing, smell,
pleasure and pain, etc.) will still count as being conscious; this will
certainly include many, perhaps even most, animals. Under this
conception, the capacity for sophisticated cognitive processes is
clearly not necessary in order to count as being conscious; the only
way to fail to be conscious is to be entirely unconscious. On the
other hand, this capacity is also not sufthcient for consciousness,
since these processes can themselves be unconscious., Depending
on how demanding we choose to be about cognition, computers
might count as cognitive without being conscious.

Although we are intimately familiar with the several modes of
consciousness known to us, it is desperately difficult to isolate what
they all have in common. On the one hand, consciousness seems

' The habic seems unbreakable even for those who profess o know beteer. For
instance, Grifin 1976 begins his exploration of animal awareness in ch, 1 by
equating consciousness with the having of any form ar all of mental experience,
and then goes on to devote most of the rest of the book to the question of animal
communication. Likewise, . R. Lucas (Kenny et al. 1972, ch. 8) bricfly defends the
possibility of consciousness without language, and then proceeds ro ralk at length
ﬂl.'fll:l'IJT JJ.T.IE'LLEHE.



Welfare and Subjectivity 29

to be an intrinsic mark of the mental.® On the other hand, any
frontal approach to characterizing its phenomenology falls quickly
into unilluminaring circularity, by relying on such cognate notions
as experience or awareness. We here find ourselves at one of those
maddening philosophical junctures where we are perfectly cerrain
we know what we are talking about but can find no adequate
means of expressing it. We therefore resort to metaphor: what 1s
both common and peculiar to all conscious stares or processes is
that there is a way they are from the inside, for the individual who
has them, which is not shared by any external observer. It is ro
this internality of experience that Thomas Nagel points when he
says that ‘an organism has conscious mental states if and only if
there is something that it is like to be that organism—something
it is like for the organism®.’ Alternatively: a creature has conscious
states if and only if there is some way the world seems to it from
the inside, some way it looks or sounds or feels,

However difficult it may be to provide helpful characterizations
of the mental, we recognize it readily enough when we are con-
fronted by its absence. We know what it is for our lives to be
interrupted by periods of unconsciousness—in dreamless sleep or
under anaesthesia or as the result of an injury—during which all
inner and outer sense is shut off. We know what it is for uncon-
scious states, such as beliefs or desires, to be brought to the level
of recognition and acknowledgement through the therapeutic pro-
cess. We also know the difference between those responses to ex-
ternal stimuli which are consciously mediated and those which are
not. When my knee is tapped in the right spot my lower leg jerks
up, whether | feel the tap or not. This reflex can therefare be
intact when I am utterly unconscious. But if 1 grab hold of some-
thing hot I will immediately let go only if I can feel it burning me;
here my response requires awareness of the pain. Finally, we can
also distinguish, if only in a rough way, between those creatures
which are capable of some form of consciously mediated percep-
tion and those which are not. We know, for instance, that the bee

* This connection is not undermined by the acknowledgement in the previous
paragraph that some mental processes, such as beliefs and desires, can be uncon-
seious, Unconscious processes gre parasitic On COnNscious ones in two ways: (1) no
process can count as mental if it 15 always and everywhere unconscions, and {2)
no creatare can count as having a mind if all of its processes are unconscious.

1 Magel 1979, 166,
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can see and smell the flower; there is therefore a way the flower
seems to it. On the other hand, though sunflowers track the sun
efficiently they neither see nor feel it. Most animals have some
torm of consciousness, and no plant has any. But the threshold
between the two domains is indistinet; we will probably be uncer-
tain where we should locate molluscs and worms.

Having some conscious states or processes is necessary for being a
subject. But is it sufficient? Subjects are normally more than random
collections of scattered mental states; their lives additionally dis-
play both unity and continuity. Unity is the integration of discrete
psychic activities into a single stream of consciousness or mental
life; continuity is the persistence of unity over time. Philosophers
have offered various accounts of what it is for different experi-
ences (whether simultaneous or successive) to belong to the same
subject. Some have sought the unifying bond in the physical
organism, while others have rested content with the internal
relations among the experiences themselves, or taken refuge in the
postulate of a mysterious featureless ego. Whatever the right
account might be, our common notion of an individual subject is
of a unique, enduring centre of consciousness. Like consciousness
itself, this integration of a mental life is notoriously ineffable; the
more we seek it the more it eludes us. Once again it is most no-
ticeable in its absence. One striking form of internal disunity mani-
fests itself in the phenomenon of multiple personality; here we
may be doubtful whether we are dealing with one subject or many,
Some forms of amnesia are capable of eroding the integrity of the
self in a different way: by erasing the connecung links of long-
term memory, they force their victims into perpetual reinvention
of their life narrative.” For those of us lucky enough to be normal,
these pathologies serve to remind us of the extent to which the
unity and continuity of the self is a structural precondition of our
ordinary lives which we need never raise to the level of reflection.

By virtue of interacting with the world around me—processing
information about it, having designs upon it, being elated or dis-
appointed by it—the particular individual who is me occupies
a unigque psychic position within that world. The centre of my

* These accounts have usually been intended o explicare the identity of persons.
Although not all subjects are persons, some theories of personal identity might
apply as well to the wider category.

Y Oliver Sacks describes such a case in Sacks ro8s, ch. 1z,
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perceptual, cognitive, and experiential field is the place from which
I apprehend the world—literally, my point of view within it. Hav-
ing some such standpoint may not be a necessary feature of sub-
jectivity. Nagel has vividly depicted some of the mechanisms by
which we can attempt to transcend our own perspective, aspiring
to ‘the view from nowhere™.® For all we know, there may exist sub-
jects who normally operate in this transcendent mode; certainly
doing so is part of one standard conception of a deity. However,
even limited degrees of transcendence are ditficult for us to main-
tain, and they are quite beyond the powers of the non-human
subjects with which we are acquainted. Normally for us, and in-
variably for them, subjectivity is the view not from nowhere but
from now-here.

The unity and continuity of an individual subject cannot be
captured without resort to personal indexicals: my identity con-
sists in the fact that some set or series of experiences are all mine.
Likewise, the point of view of an individual subject cannot be
described without resort to spatial and temporal indexicals: my
perspective is the view from bere and now. Of these three categ-
ories of indexical, the subjective or personal appear to be the
deepest, While there seems to be no way to explicate ‘" in terms
of *here’ and ‘now’, it is plausible to think of these spatial and tem-
poral indicators as ulimately egocentric, marking the where and
when of the subjects who employ them.” To take this line is to find
the most primitive perspective—the one which serves as the refer-
ence point for all others—in the subject’s point of view.

However this may be, the notion of being the centre or locus of
an integrated and enduring mental life gives us an adequate work-
ing account of what it is to be a subject. In its philosophically
primary sense, the subjective is then that which pertains in some
essential way to a subject. But which way? The Oxford English
Dictionary tells us that ‘subjective’ means, among other things,
‘proceeding from or taking place within the subject; having its
source in the mind; belonging to the conscious life’. Suppose we
begin with the idea of the subjective as taking place within the
subject. We are still, of course, in the grip of metaphor: the subject
is not literally a location within which subjective things happen.
But the most basic category of the subjective seems to embrace the

® In Mapel 1986, passom. " See McGinn 1983, 17.
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states of consciousness which belong te or constitute subjects. It
is by virtue of being parts of my mental life that my memory of
that summer in Provence, the dream I had last night, and the ache
I feel right now in my lower back are all subjective. It is unclear
whether there can be conscious states belonging to no subject
whatever, but if so then they would not be (literally) subjective.
The mental provides the content or substance of the subjective,
but it is not identical to it

The core of subjectivity thus consists of states attributable only
to subjects. From there, however, it is but a short step to classify-
ing as subjective certain features which common sense ascribes
not to subjects themselves but to the world around them. In the
first extension of the category, the feature so ascribed retains an
implicit or explicit reference to the subject in question. The classic
instance is external perception. As a self-conscious exercise, I can
restrict myself to describing the contents of my perceptual states
in purely phenomenological terms: what 1 am occurrently seeing,
hearing, feeling, etc, But it is much more natural to speak of the
way the world seems to me: the way it looks, sounds, feels, ete.
In taking this step | move beyond merely reporting my inner life
to characterizing the world outside me; I claim that it looks sunny,
sounds noisy, feels hot. But the properties which I thereby attri-
bute to the world remain anchored in my experience of it, by vir-
tue of describing the ways it appears fo me. The latent indexical,
on which T will quickly fall back in the event of a challenge to my
attribution, is the sure sign of the subjectivity of appearances.

The final movement away from the interior of experience carries
us beyond appearance to reality, beyond the ways the world merely
seems to us to the ways we take it actually to be, Some of the prop-
erties which common sense ascribes to the world seem to have
little or nothing to do with the peculiar nature of our experience.
Thus it is plausible to think that water would still be composed
of hydrogen and oxygen even if our psychological constitution
had been radically other than it is—indeed, even if we had never
existed art all. But other features of the world seem to depend much
motre ¢losely on the way ir standardly appears ro us. In the hands
of philosophers in the empiricist tradition commonplace observa-
tions such as these have been worked up into a full-blown metaphy-
sical duality, a division of the natural features of the world into two
distinct inventories. Colin McGinn has drawn the contrast nicely:
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There are various ways in which the mind represents the world. Ir is
legitimarte to enquire, of any way in which the world is mentally repres-
ented, whether that way is subjective or objective in nature: that is, to
enquire whether the world is so represented because of the specific con-
stitution of the representing mind or because the world as it is independ-
ently of the mind contains a fearure which demands representation. Which
aspects of our view of reality have their source in our subjective make-
up and which reflect realiry as it is in irself2”

In the latter category philosophers have placed what they like to
call primary gualities: shape, size, mass, motion, number, etc. By
contrast, secondary qualities, those which ‘have their source [at
least partly] in our subjective make-up’, standardly include the
perceptual properties of colour, sound, taste, smell, and feel, Where
the latter are concerned, we have now obviously shifted to the
subjective as (in the terms of the OED) that which proceeds from,
or has its source in, the mind. An aspect of the world which is
subjective 1n this further sense is not a conscious state of some
subject, nor 15 it merely the way the world seems to some subject,
However, despite being a state or property of the world it remains
ulrimartely mind-dependent, since it rests on features which may be
peculiar to our psychological (or physiclogical) constitution. As
John McDowell has put it

Secondary gualities are gualities not adequately conceivable except in
terms of cerrain subjective states, and thus subjective themselves in a sense
that that characterization defines. In the natural contrast, a primary qual-
ity would be objective in the sense that what it is for something to have it
can be adeguarely understood otherwise than in terms of dispositions to
give rise to subjective states,”

The realm of the subjective, in its philosophically primary sense,
thus begins with experience, moves on to appearance, and ends
with mind-dependent reality, It is the third stage of this progres-
sion which is germane to our purposes: if welfare i1s subjective
then it 1s by virtue of being mind-dependent. However, what might
be involved in this form of subjectivity is rather better understood
in the classic cases of secondary qualities. To say that shape and
size are primary qualities is to say that an account of their nature
need make no reference to the perceptual experience of any par-
ticular subject or class of subjects. Contrariwise, to say that colour

f Ibid. 1c. * MeDowell 1985, 113,
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and sound are secondary gualities is to say that they are powers
or dispositions on the part of objects with certain primary qual-
ities to arouse certain experiences in certain circumstances on the
part of creatures with a certain perceptual apparatus.' The place-
holding ‘certains’ in this general formula will need to be filled out
in different ways for each allegedly secondary quality. In the case
of the colour red, say, the appropriate completion would doubt-
less point to surface features which cause objects to reflect light
of a particular wavelength, components of our optical equipment
which render it capable of discriminating this wavelength from
others, ambient conditions of lighting and such, and the experi-
ence which we call ‘seeing red’. The result will be an account
which will treat being red as a disposition to evoke this experience
in normal human ohservers under standard perceptual conditions.

The case of colour serves to illustrate that a subjective analysis
of any narural property will need to furnish values for four dis-
tinct variables: (1) some objective characteristic of things by virtue
of which they evoke {2) some mode of experience on the part of
(3] some reference group of subjects under (4) some set of normal
conditions. Where perceptual properties are concerned the objec-
tive characteristic will be physical, the reference group will be
human beings with the standard sensory apparatus, the experience
will be some mode of perception, and the normal conditions will
be those which ensure the absence of distortion. Bur the same four
slots will be filled rather differently in the cases of those non-
perceptual properties which have also seemed plausible candidates
for subjective analysis, properties such as boring, tempting, sub-
lime, and funny.

2.2 VALUES AND SUBJECTIVITY

It is, however, in the domain of values that the notion of subjec-
tivity has been most freely deployed, and most frequently abused.
The claim that some particular category of values is subjective has
been variously interpreted to mean that ascriptions of them to

" The classical source for this analysis of secondary qualities is Locke 1975,
Book II, ch. 8. For a simple exposition of Locke's views for the special case of
colour, see Landesman 1989, ch, 2. For an account of the distinecrion berween
subjective and objective analyses of colour, see Hardin 1988, ch, 2.
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objects are arbitrary, variable, capricious, non-cognitive, unverifiable,
and heaven knows what else. But in the strict and proper sense of
subjectivity it only means one thing: that, like colours, values of
this kind are mind-dependent,

Values have been prime candidates for subjective analysis partly
because of their apparent motivational force. Since this has also
been thought to distinguish them from the more inert natural
properties, their psychological source has generally been sought
not in perception or cognition but in some mode of affect. Just
which mode, however, is a matter on which the several varieties
of subjective theory for any given dimension of value are likely to
part company. Since at this stage we are seeking a general char-
acterization of the subjective which will apply to all possible the-
ories of this sort, we need a neutral category which abstracts from
these differences. One possible candidate, frequently resorted to in
the literature, is feeling.'" While this suggestion seems to be in the
right general area, | think we will do better if we adapt to our
purposes a proposal advanced by R. B. Perry:

It 15 characreristic of living mind to be for some things and against
others. . .. To be ‘for’ or *against’ is to view with favor or disfavor; it is
a bias of the subject roward or away from. ... This duality appears
many forms, such as liking and disliking, desire and aversion, will and
refusal, or seeking and avoiding. It is to this all-pervasive characteristic of
the motor-affecuive life, this state, act, attitude or disposition of favor or
disfavor, to which we propose to give the name of ‘interest’.!

Perry’s explication of the notion of an interest is useful because of
its emphasis on this distinctive positive/negative polarity."” Since
values admit of the same polarity (things can be good or bad, right
or wrong, beautiful or ugly, and so on), the psychological processes
te which Perry points look to be likely materials for construct-
ing a subjective theory. Furthermore, because Perry’s notion of an
interest generalizes over the various forms this polarity can take,

"' See, for instance, Moore 1947, 55 ff. However, Moore also considers subjec-
tive theories which rely on cognitive states; sce thid, 74 ff, Broad 1971, ch. 9,
which deals only with moral values, prefers the generic *moral feeling’ (190), which
15 mtended o embrace sensations, emotions, and desires.

'* Perry 1926, 115 (emphasis in original).

'* Cf. ibid. 230 ff. Broad also emphasizes the polarity of ‘moral feelings’; see
Broad 1971, 191.
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and the various realms of value in which it might be manifested,
it seems well suited to our purposes.

Despite these evident attractions, however, we will do well to
resist Perry’s specific terminological proposal. Like subjectivity irself,
the notion of interest is dangerously ambiguous: on the one hand
my interests are the same as my concerns (what I am interested
in), while on the other my interest {(or self-interest} i1s the same as
my welfare. While a theory connecting welfare with interests (in
the former sense) could be illuminating,' one connecting it with
mterest (in the latter sense) would be a boring tautology. If we
once begin speaking the langnage of interest, it is unlikely that we
will be able to resist sliding from one sense to the other, in an effort
to combine the significance of the first linkage with the certainty
of the second. I am not suggesting that Perry himself was guilty
of this conceptual shift; as far as | know, he consistently equarted
interests with concerns. But his project was an interest theory of
value in general, where the fallacy is much less tempting. In the
particular case of prudential value, we run too great a risk of
trivializing subjective theories if we choose to define them in terms
of the relation they construct between welfare and interest. With
one slippery item already in our lexicon we cannot afford another.

We will do better to pick up another option offered by Perry
and speak instead of aftitudes.” The psychological notion of an
attitude has preserved some of the flavour of its older physical
sense, in which it indicates a bodily posture or orientarion. If |
have an attitude toward something then I am, figuratively, inclined
one way or the other with respect to it. Speaking of attitudes thus
enables us to capture Perry’s notion of ‘a bias of the subject ro-
ward or away from’. Generally speaking, we may say that I have
an attitude toward something when the thing matters to me, or |
care about it, or it 15 an object of concern to me, or | mind it, or
{in the more formal psychological terminology} it is valenced for
me. My attitude 1s positive (what philosophers used to call a pro-
attitude) if I favour the thing or am favourably disposed toward
it, negative (a con-artitude) if I view it unfavourably.

" For an account which explicates the notion of harm in terms of interests, see
Feinberg 1984, ch. 1.

Y As does Moore, in 1947, 96, 98, 138; in this discussion, however, he explic-
itly includes cognitive ammmdes such as beliet, However, see Moore 1922, 254,
where he equates arritudes with feclings or emotions.
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While this notion of an attitude or concern is stll rather vague,
it will suffice for the purpose of characterizing subjective theories
of value as a group. As in the case of natural properties, a sub-
jective analysis of some particular mode of value will need to fill
in four slots: {1) some objective characteristic of things by virtue
of which they evoke (2) some attitude on the part of (3) some
reference group of subjects under (4) some set of normal condi-
tions. There 15 much room for discretion in specifying all four
variables. The preferred characteristic may be some way the object
looks or sounds, or some function it has, or some aspect of its
nature. The selected attitude might be one of wanting, or liking,
or enjoying, or approving. The favoured subjects might be indi-
vidual human beings, or particular societies, or the entire species,
or all sentient creatures. Finally, the conditions under which the
responses of these subjects are authoritative might be corrected so
as to remedy factual errors, or partiality, or irrationality. Since
there are many possible combinations of these various options,
there are many possible varieties of subjectivism about values.’
Furthermore, there is no guarantee that a theory well designed for
one mode of value will be applicable to any other; the most plau-
sible form of subjective theory might well be different for each
dimension,

Of the four dimensions of value distinguished in the previous
chapter, two are of special interest in our inquiry. When we come
to ask whether welfare is the only thing which should be treated as
a basic value in an ethical theory, we may need to decide whether
ethical values are subjective or objective. However, this issue can
safely be postponed for a while; for the moment we need concern
purselves only with the shape a subjective theory might take for
the special case of prudential value. Here there seems only one
plausible choice of authoritative subject. Since the prudential value
of my life is its value for me, it seems reasonable to expect that
the attitudes or inclinations which will figure in a constitutive
account of my well-being will be mine. In the case of other alleg-
edly subjective properties, such as colours, our reference point is
likely to be normal human beings, or the set of creatures whose
perceprual apparatus 15 recognizably like ours and in good working

" In his typical fashion, Broad catalogues some of the main alternatives in
Broad ro7i, ch. .
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order, or whatever. Unlike colours, however, prudential ‘proper-
ties’ such as beneficial and harmful contain relativizing indexicals.
In order to preserve this relativity, it looks as though a subjective
theory will need to connect my welfare with some psychological
Processes In me.

As a first approximation, therefore, we may say that a theory
treats welfare as snbjective if it makes it depend, at least in part,
on some {actual or hypothetical) attitude on the part of the wel-
fare subject. More precisely, a subjective theory will map the polar-
ity of welfare onto the polarity of attitudes, so that being well off
will depend (in some way or other) on having a favourable attitude
toward one’s life (or some of its ingredients), while being badly off
will require being unfavourably disposed toward it. Likewise, some-
thing can make me better off on this sort of account only if I have
(or would have under the appropriate circumstances) a positive
attitude (of the appropriate sort) toward it. These formulae are de-
liberately indeterminate, leaving room for different subjective the-
ories to fill them out in different ways. But even at this preliminary
stage two cautions are in order. The first is that a theory is sub-
jective if it treats my having a favourable attitude toward some-
thing as a necessary condition of the thing being beneficial for me.
It need not also treat it as a sufficient condition, and most subjec-
tive theories will not do so. Just as subjective analyses of colour
are likely to regard it as the product of an interaction between a
perceiving subject and a perceived object, subjective analyses of
welfare are also likely to be relational or dispositional. The second
caution is that this formula applies only to direct or immediate
benefits: those whose contribution to my well-being 15 not depend-
ent on their further consequences. It is a commonplace that some
remote event, such as the death of a distant and wealthy relation,
can be instrumentally beneficial to me withour my regarding it
favourably, or even being aware of its occurrence. A subjective
theory tells us only that this cannot be true of the intrinsic sources
of my well-being,

Subjective theories make our well-being logically dependent on
our attitudes of favour and disfavour. Objective theories deny this
dependency. On an objective theory, therefore, something can be
(directly and immediately) good for me though I do not regard it
favourably, and my life can be going well despite my failing to
have any positive attitude toward it. Again it 1s important to note
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that objective theories do not merely deny the sufficiency of a
reference to my attitudes in an analysis of my well-being, for most
subjective theories would join in this denial. The crucial differen-
tiating question is the necessity of such a reference. To this ques-
rion subjective and objective theories give contradictory answers;
the two categories are therefore both mutually exclusive and jointly
exhaustive,

It might be wondered whether this strict duality is a happy
result. Would we not do better to array candidate theories along
a spectrum in terms of their particular mix of subjective and
objective ingredients? The pure cases, if there are any, would then
define the two endpoints of the continuum.'” No doubt such a
scheme is possible and it might well be useful for some purposes.
However, it would not be particularly useful for our purpose. For
one thing, we would lose the analogy between subjective theories
of welfare and subjective theories of perceptual properties. In the
latter case we can make sense of saying that within the realm of
subjectivity some phenomena (such as dreams or hallucinations)
are more mind-dependent than others (such as colours or rex-
tures). But saying this is not incompatible with drawing a sharp
boundary between the subjective and the objective, since it will
still be true of every property that it is either mind-dependent
(to some extent or other) or it is not. Of course, there has to be
a good reason to draw a sharp boundary and to locate it just
here. In the case of perceptual properties that reason will be meta-
physical; the boundary will be salient in some picture of the way
the world 1s.

These considerations apply equally in the case of welfare. Work-
ing with a simple on/off dichotomy will not prevent us from attend-
ing to further differences among competing theories; some subjective
theories may make welfare more mind-dependent, or less world-
dependent, than others. However, it will locate these differences
within the class of subjective theories, rather than between them
and objective theories. Every candidate theory will either make
welfare mind-dependent (to some degree and in some respect) or
it will not. Now of course no reason has vet been given for main-
taining the analogy between welfare and its perceptual counter-
parts; mere symmetry or tidiness 1s scarcely decisive. In the end the

"" This suggestion is made in Penz 1986, §-g,
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analogy will be worthwhile only if productive, and it will be pro-
ductive only if it reveals features in theories of welfare which are
important rather than trivial, deep rather than superficial. But that
i1 Just to say that in the case of welfare the final defence of a sharp
subjective/objective duality must be its salience. And that defence
must wait until the next section.

Before setting out to construct a conception of subjectivity around
the notion of a subject, I claimed that the result would be the philo-
sophically primary sense of this multiply ambiguous expression.
We are now in a position to appreciate wherein its primacy lies:
it both underlies and explains all of the further marks of the sub-
jective. The secondary conceptions of subjectivity are all generated
by the same process of over-generalization: we begin by selecting
some characteristic which belongs only to certain specific mental
processes and then attribute it, first to the mental as such, and
then to all mind-dependent features of the world. Suppose, for
example, that we select twinges or after-images as our paradig-
matic mental states; we will then think of the subjective as inher-
ently private and perhaps also as incorrigible. In the same manner,
if we fasten on tastes or whims the subjective will seem inherently
variable and personal; if we are thinking of moods and emotions
it will seem vague and unquantihable; if we have aesthetic judge-
ments in mind it will seem disputable or undecidable. Of course,
some regions of subjectivity in the world have some of these char-
acteristics; some may even have all of them. None of these deriva-
tive features, however, is implied by subjectivity itself,

The best way to keep this fact firmly in mind is to remember the
analogy with perceptual properties. It is, of course, unclear that
any subjective analysis of these ‘secondary gualities’ is correct; ob-
jectivism has its defenders in this domain, just as it does for wel-
fare. But suppose that the best theory about the nature of colour
or sound or texture turns out to be subjective, as might well be the
case. In our ordinary lives these properties of things display a high
degree of inter-subjective uniformity, corrigibility by public proce-
dures, discriminability, and measurabilicy. The discovery, or deci-
sion, that perceptual properties are mind-dependent could not
suddenly make them private or capricious or unstable. Should
welfare also turn out to be mind-dependent we need not fear these
implications in its case either.

There is one derivative sense of subjectivity which we musr take
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special pains both to identify and to avoid. If we select dreams or
hallucinations as our model mental processes, then we will be
likely to think of the subjective as the realm of mere appearance.
This fallacious implication is encouraged by philosophers who
equate the objectivity of a property with its being ‘part of the
fabric of the world’."” What this must mean, if it means anything
definite, is that the property in question is one of the aspects of the
world which is mind-independent. But it is then perilously easy to
conclude that only objective properties really belong to, or in, the
world at all. It is this conflation of objectivity with reality which
must be resisted. If colour is a subjective property then its exist-
ence is dependent on our psychological processes. However, since
we have no reason to think that these processes are themselves less
real than physical ones, the subjectivity of colour gives us no
reason to deny its reality. The same obviously holds for welfare.
To claim that welfare is subjective is to claim that it is mind-
dependent—that and nothing more. It 15 not to suggest that it is
in any legitimate sense unreal.

The conception of subjectivity which is philosophically primary
enables us to divide theories of welfare into two rival camps. The
choice of this particular sorting procedure is, of course, not original;
indeed, it is virtually a platitude in the philosophical literature on
welfare. My explication of the subjective/objective distinction for
theories of welfare differs from similar accounts elsewhere chiefly
in its reliance on the very plastic notion of an artitude, which
makes it possible to generalize over the many varieties of subjec-
tive theory.” As it stands the line of division is still very rough and
crude, but we will be able to add the necessary further refinements
as we address particular instances of theories on both sides of it.
First, however, we need some reason for thinking that it provides
the right grid to be working with.

" The phrase is John Mackic's; see Mackie 1977, 15-16.

" Brink 1989 draws a very similar distincrion: *Subjective theories of value claim
that the components of a valuable life consist in or depend importantly on certain
of an individual’s psychological states. . . . By contrast . . . objective theories of value
claim that what is intrinsically valuable neither consists in nor depends importantly
on such psychological states’ (220-1; emphasis in original). Like mine, Brink's
dichotomy 15 exhaustive: every theory will be either subjective or objective. However,
Brink uses the very broad notion of a psychological state, which includes items
{such as perceptual states) lacking the positive/negarive polarity tvpical of values. He
also does not differentiate the several dimensions in which a life can be valuable;
he thus draws no boundary between, for instance, prudential and perfectionist value.
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2.3 THE CASE AGAINST OBJECTIVISM

As it applies to theories of welfare, the salience of the subjective/
objective distinction is certainly open to doubt.”® Defending the
distinction as a working tool requires an argument showing that
either subjectivity or objectivity is in itself a sine qua non in a
theory of welfare. Such an argument, however, is now ready to
hand. It begins by recalling the distinction drawn in the previous
chapter among dimensions of value. There are many ways in which
a life can be a good life; being high in prudential value is only one
of them. What distinguishes welfare from all other modes of value
is its reference to the proprietor of the life in question: although
vour life may be poing well in many respects, it is prudentially
valuable only if it is going well for you.*' This subject-relativity is
an essential feature of our ordinary concept of welfare. It does not
merely rest on the truism that all welfare is someone’s welfare, the
welfare of some particular individual. If lives are the sorts of things
that can have perfectionist value then personal excellence is always
the excellence of some particular person, but the category of
perfectionist value is free of the relativizing indexicals which are
characteristic of well-being. Among the modes of value which can
belong to individual lives, welfare stands out by virtue of incorp-
orating an internal reference to its bearer,

We have already established thar no theory abour the nature of
welfare can be faithful to our ordinary concept unless it preserves
its subject-relative or perspectival character.”’ It is not difficult to
see how a subjective theory is capable of satisfying this condition
of adequacy. Whatever their internal differences, the defining fea-
ture of all subjective theories is that they make your well-being
depend on your own concerns: the things you care about, attach
importance to, regard as mattering, and so on. What is crucial on

" Griffin 1986 *So the disnnction between objective and subjective, defined in
the common way that 1 have defined it, does nor mark an especially crucial distine-
tion. It would be better if these terms (ar least in rhis sense) were put into retire-
ment’ (31), For a ceinque of the subjectivelobjecrive grid, as it applies o values in
general, see Hare 1981, ch. 12, and rgly.

4 The subject-relativity of welfare does nor entail that a subject is an infallible
authority about the prudential value of her own lite. Any descriptively adeguate
theary of welfare must preserve the possibility of {ar least some) first-person mis-
takes abour welfare,

2 1 take Shelly Kagan ro be making the same point in Kagan 199z, 185.
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such an account is that you are the proprietor or manager of a set
of attitudes, both positive and negative, toward the conditions of
your life. It is these attitudes which constitute the standpoint from
which these conditions can be assessed as good or bad for you. It
follows on this sort of account that a welfare subject in the merely
grammatical sense—an individual with a distinct welfare—must
also be a subject in a more robust sense—the locus of a reasonably
unified and continnous mental life. Prudential value is therefore
perspectival because it literally takes the point of view of the
subject. Welfare is subject-relative because it is subjective,

This connection which subjective theories claim to hold between
the subject-relativity of welfare and its subjectivity is neither trivial
nor analytic. All we are given by the concept of prudential value
is its characteristically positional or perspectival character; the claim
that this is rooted in its subjectivity is a substantive thesis, analo-
gous to the equally substantive thesis that causation is a matter of
regular succession. To see that perspective need not be ultimately
subjective, consider the difference between two of our common
systerns of spatial ordering. When one thing is described as being
to the left of another, the reference is to their relative positions
within the perceptual field of an (imagined} observer; the one
thing 1s further to that subject’s left than the other. The perspec-
tive underlying our left/right ordering is therefore subjective. Con-
trast this with the perspective underlying our use of compass
directions. When one thing is described as being to the north of
another, the reference is to their positions relative to the earth’s
poles. Our north/south spatial ordering is perspectival (it makes
no sense in spatial regions where the polar reference cannot be
supplied), but it is not subjective.

The thesis that welfare is subjective is therefore not merely a
reaffirmation of the fact that it is subject-relative; instead, it is a
putative mmterpretation or explanation of this fact. Although this
explanation seems initially promising, it could turn out to be
mistaken, in which case we would need to look elsewhere for an
account of the subject-relativity of welfare. But at least it is clear
from the outset what sort of account subjective theories have to
offer. Since objective theories exclude all reference to the subject’s
attitudes or concerns, they will have to supply some alternative
account. It is for this reason that the subject-relativity of welfare
constitutes a deep problem for any objective theory. Where theories
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of welfare are concerned, objectivity appears to impede descriptive
adequacy.

The fact that it is so easy to construct & general case against
objective theories is sufficient to demonstrate the salience of the
subjectivefobjective distinction. It 1s also sufficient to defend work-
ing with a strict dichotomy rather than a continuum. The duality
isolates objective theories as a group, since they alone treat wel-
fare as entirely mind-independent. If this is a fatal flaw in them,
then the only contenders to survive the first stage of our inquiry
will be the various forms of subjective theory. We will then be free
in the later stages to seek further salient distinctions among these
remaining accounts.

However, it would be premature to count objective theories out
at this point. The case raised against them is not a proof of their
inadequacy; it 1s merely a challenge which they must meet. For all
we yet know, some version of an objective theory will be capable
of meeting the challenge. Although objective theories are, by their
very nature, deprived of one promising strategy—reference to the
subjective point of view—there may well be others open to them
which will suffice to do the job. Since there seems to be no way
of compiling an exhaustive caralogue of possible objectivist strat-
egies, a decisive refutation of these theories as a group seems out
of the question. However, the presumptive case against them would
be considerably strengthened if the main strategies which they
have tended to pursue could all be shown to fail. This will be the
task of the next chapter.
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By their very nature, objective theories of welfare share a com-
mon problem: without recourse to the subjective point of view
they must somehow account for the perspectival characrer of pru-
dential value. What remains to be determined is whether any such
theory has the resources ro meet this challenge. Qur next rask
should therefore be straightforward: we just look at some of the
main types of objective account to see how they handle the prob-
lem, and decide whether any of their strategies is successful, Alas,
matters are not so simple. Although it is easy to find philosophers
who count themselves as objectivists about welfare, it is surprising
how few of them have anything like a genuine theory to offer. Re-
call the distinction, set out in the first chapter, between the nature
of welfare and its sources. We are seeking an explication of the
former, not merely a list or inventory of the latter. Yet such a list
is all that most objectivists give us.'

A good example of this tendency can be found in the work of
John Finnis.” Finnis plainly regards himself as an objectivist abourt
welfare {at least about human welfare, which is the only case he
considers). In his view, there are seven ‘basic aspects of human

' Which is why Derek Parfit refers to this option as the Objective List Theory
(Parfit 1984, 4). But a list of virtues is not a theory of virtue, and a list of (human)
goods is not a theory of welfare. At least one objectivist has registered scepticism
about the possibility of such a theory; see Scanlon 1993, T9o-1.

! Finnis 1980, chs, 3-4; 1983, ch. 2; Finnis, Boyle, and Grisez 1987, ch. 10. For
another example see Brink 1989, ch. 8, where David Brink, after rejecting the main
forms of subjective theory, promises to skerch a plavsible objective theory but
instead merely goes on to enumerate what he regards as ‘the primary companents
of valuable lives® {z31). Since these components (‘reflective pursuit and realization
of agents’ reasonable projects and certain personal and social relationships') are
likely o tuen up on anyone’s roster of the (intrinsic) sources of (human) well-being,
including the subjectivist's, we still require a formal account of what it is, on an
abjective theory, for something o be such a source. At the level of lists, subjective
and objective theories are indistinguishable.
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well-being’ {what we have been calling intrinsic sources of wel-
fare) whose position as such is independent of our desires or in-
clinations, likes or dislikes.” The particular items on Finnis's list
do not matter for our present purposes; what does marter is that
he has no account to offer of what makes something (anvthing) a
source of our welfare—what gains it a place on the list—if this
does not depend on our attitudes or concerns. He therefore pro-
vides no formal theory which could stand as an alternative to
subjectivism.” He also draws no distinction between something’s
making my life a better specimen of its kind and its making my
life better for me, between perfectionist and prudennal goods.
Therefore, while he obviously thinks that basic ethical values are
objective, it is not clear that the items on his list should be counted
as sources of welfare ar all. In any case, since he does not recog-
nize the special problems faced by an objectivist account of wel-
fare {as opposed to some other dimension of value), he offers no
way of dealing with them.

For all we know, objectivists have many strategies available to
them in trying to meet the challenge to their descriptive adequacy.
However, | am aware of only two, one or the other of which has
been resorted to by every objectivist who has construcred a genu-
ine theory and, therefore, acknowledged the problem. The less
promising of these options is straightforward and easily compre-
hended; it will be dealt with in the first section of this chapter. The
other, which appears to constitute the objectivist’s best hope, re-
quires a little background. We will come to consider it in the final
section.

3.1 THE PRIVATE OWNERSHIP THEQRY

There is one gambit available to the objectivist, surely tempting
in its simplicity, whose principal exponent was G. E. Moore.” As

' Finnis 1980, 72.

* What Finnis does say is that the status of each of his goods as a basic aspect
of human well-being is self-evident {ibid. 64-9, 92z}. This seems to imply thar we
need not determine what welfare ig before enumerating its ]'rrincipa| INtrinsIc SOUrces,
If so, then Finnis is not merely failing to give us a theory; he is also denying the
necessity {and the possibility?) of doing so.

* An account similar in many respects is defended by Andrew Moore in Moore

1991, ch. §.
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every philosophy student knows, Moore’s primary concern in Prin-
cipia Ethica was not with well-being bur with a mode of intrinsic
value which he regarded as simple and unanalysable. However, in
the course of attempting to refute ethical egoism Moore was led
to provide an analysis of the notion of individual welfare:

What, then, i1s meant by ‘my own good’? In whart sense can a thing be
gond for me? It is obvious, if we reflect, that the only thing which can
belong to me, which can be mine, is something which is good, and not
the fact that it is good. When, therefore, I ralk of anything I ger as ‘my
own good’, | must mean either that the thing 1 get is good, or that my
possessing it is good. In both cases it is only the thing or the possession
of it which is mine, and not the goodness of that thing or thar posses-
sion. . .. In shart, when I ralk of a thing as *‘my own good’ all that [ can
mean is that something which will be exclusively mine, as my own pleas-
ure 15 mine (whatever be the various scnses of this relation denoted by
‘possession’), is also good absolutely; or rather that my possession of 1t
is pood absolutely.”

Moore’s analysis reduces prudential value to two primitive ele-
ments: some dimension or other of intrinsic value and the relation
of possession or ownership. Moore actually suggests two alterna-
tive ways in which these ingredients can be combined. On the first
option something is (directly or immediately) good for me just in
case (1) it is mine and (z) it is (intrinsically) good. On the second
option clause (2) reads instead: the fact that it is mine is (intrin-
sically) good. Since keeping both of these alternatives in play will
greatly complicate our discussion, and since the first is somewhat
simpler to work with than the second, I shall henceforth restrict
attention to it. As far as I can see, this narrowing of focus is in
no way prejudicial to Moore’s analysis, since both versions of it
suffer from similar defecrs.”

On Moore’s account my good consists of my ownership of
something which is itself good. The mere fact that this account is
reductive does not of course entail thar it is also objective, since
either of its components might contain a concealed reference to

b Zoore 1903, 98—g [cmphasis in nriginnn.

* Similar, but not identical. The second opnion, but not the first, is vulnerable
to a species of counterexample presented in Kagan 1992, 185, Suppose thar (as
some retributivises may believe) it is intrinsically good thart the evil suffer. Further
suppose that [ am an evildoer who is suftfering for my misdeeds. Then (1) this
suffering is mine {a state of me), and {z) the fact that it is mine [Le. the fact that
I am suffering) is a good thing, From this it scarcely follows that it is good for me.
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someone’s attitudes or concerns. In order to ensure the objectivity
of the private ownership theory, we therefore need to examine
both components more closely. Concerning the objectivity of in-
trinsic value Moore had no doubt: ‘to say that any one thing or
state of things is intrinsically good, or intrinsically bad, or that
one is mtrinsically better than another, is . . . not the same thing as
to say that any being or set of beings has towards it any mental
attitude whatever—either an attitude of feeling, or of desiring, or
of thinking something about it.”* But which mode of value did he
think it was? To say that something is intrinsically valuable is to
say that it is valuable in itself or for its own sake; the contrast is
with instrumental value, which a thing has by virtue of leading to
or bringing about something else which is valuable in its own right,
This distinction berween the ultimate bearers of value and their
causal antecedents cuts across the four evaluative dimensions iden-
tified in the previous chapter; there seems every reason to think
that prudential, aesthetic, perfectionist, and ethical value can all
be possessed by things either intrinsically or instrumentally. Intrin-
sic value is therefore not itself a distinct dimension of value, which
takes us back to our question: which mode of intrinsic value did
Moore have in mind? In order to avoid self-defeating circularity,
his analysis of well-being obviously cannot appeal to intrinsic
prudential value. This then leaves us with three possibilities.
The choice of a unique option is determined by Moore’s overall
project in Principia Ethica. For Moore, an inventory of intrinsic-
ally valuable states of affairs is nor merely of abstract interest; it
is also the basic resource presupposed by the moral appraisal of
conduct. The order of inquiry for ethics thus moves from the good
to the right. While intrinsic value is {Moore believed) simple and
unanalysable, the categories of practical ethics are definable in
terms of it; roughly speaking, the right is that which brings about
the good. It is clear therefore that the concept of intrinsic value
which Moore had in mind is ethical: it is that category of final or
ultimate value which we have a moral reason to produce, or whose
production lends our actions moral value. His analysis of pruden-
tial value thus reduces it to ethical value (plus private ownership}.”
Turning to the second component in his analysis, Moore clearly

* Moore 1947, 138 {emphasis in original).
" Moore also reduces aesthetic value 1o ethical value; see Moore 1903, 201-2.
He shows no interest in perfectionist value.
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does not intend possession to be thought of as a moral or juridical
relation. Instead, he means merely to invoke the ordinary sense
in which the attributes of an object belong to it, or in which my
mental states or activities belong to me. Moore offers us no explica-
tion of this possessive relation, which may indeed be too primitive
to be analysable, but it plays a crucial role in his accounr of indi-
vidual well-being. For Moaore, intrinsic value is an objective property
possessed by certain objects or states of affairs. However, from the
mere fact that some state of affairs is intrinsically good it plainly
does not follow that it is good for me; there may be no connection
at all, or no connection of the appropriate sort, between it and me.
(Your appreciation of Mozart or the Grateful Dead dees not in
itself make me better off.) Ownership of the state by me—the fact
that it is mine—is meant to supply the needed connection. Thus
of the two components in Moore's account this is the one in-
tended to capture the subject-relativity of welfare: in order for
some intrinsically valuable state of affairs to be good for a subject,
it must be a state of that subject.

The private ownership theory therefore begins by postulating
that various states of the world have a special kind of intrinsic
ethical value, and then identifies the sources of an individual’s
well-being with the subset of these valuable states which are in her
vicinity or on her territory. The theory obviously owes us some
formula for determining when a state of the world is to count as
a state of some assignable subject. Although the task of providing
such a formula will be far from straightforward," let us assume
that this purely technical problem has been solved. Suppose we
agree, then, that some particular state belongs to some particular

" The danger here is of smuggling in an illicic reference to subjectivity. To use
Moore's own example, my pleasure is mine by virtue of being a mental stae
belonging to the particular subject who 15 me. If the range of states of me is
cestricted to mental states then the subject-relativity of prudential value will once
again be explained in terms of subjecrivity. But if Moore relies instead on our
ordinary (and vapue) notion of possession then it will be difficult for him to delimit
the states of the world which are (also) states of me. It seems intuitively obvious
that my age, gender, physical health, place of residence, and so on, are all stares
of me. But 15 it a state of me that my children fare well? Is it a state of me that
I live in a crime-free neighbourhood? That 1 am alive when human beings first
reach the moon? That the world | inhabir also includes the Rocky Mountains? It
is tempting to contain this relentless expansion of my self into the world around
me by saying that a state of the world can count as a state of me only if it answers
to some concern on my part. Bur this recourse would also be fatal to the objectivist
enteErprise.
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individual. According to the private ownership theory, the fact
that this state has intrinsic ethical value is both necessary and
sufficient for it to make that individual better off,

Consider first the claim that it is sufficient, Which states the
private ownership theory will lead us to count as ingredients of
our welfare will of course depend on the list of intrinsic goods we
bring to it. Suppose, as Moore himself once argued, that beaury
belongs on that list.” In that case, the theory entails that beautiful
people are necessarily better off, at least in one respect, than plain
or ugly ones.'” This seems a rather categorical claim even for the
case of human beings, since it entirely ignores the importance (if
any) which an individual might choose to place on this purely
aesthetic feature. But worse is still to come. The private ownership
theory will also entail that every beautiful object has its own wel-
fare, since it will be true of each such object that an intrinsically
valuable state is a state of it. This would be a spectacular failure
of the test of generality; however vague the outer boundary of the
class of welfare subjects may be, mountains and sunsets and string
quartets do not belong even to its periphery.

Of course, the theory will not generate these destructive results
if it is coupled with a more selective menu of intrinsic goods.
Although Moore argued in Principia that the mere existence of
beauty had some intrinsic value, even there he thought its value
precty negligible: By far the most valuable things, which we know
or can imagine, are certain states of consciousness, which may be
roughly described as the pleasures of human intercourse and the
enjoyment of beautiful objects.”” A few years later, in Ethics, he
went even further, making consciousness an indispensable ingredi-
ent of any intrinsically valuable state.” Now if the list of intrinsic
goods 1s restricted to stares of consciousness, or to organic wholes
which include such states, then it will follow that these goods can
belong only to individuals with mental lives. Since it is just these
individuals who qualify as paradigmatic welfare subjects, the private
ownership theory will thereby be saved from grossly overpopulating
the domain of such subjects.

But note how it secures this result. The issue of whether states

'_' Moore 1903, 83-4.

“ And, | suppose, that equally beautiful people are, in that respect, equally well
off.

¥ Moore 1903, T8E. " Moore 1947, 153.
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of consciousness are the only intrinsic goods is (as we shall later
see} a highly contentious one. But it is a contentious ethical issue;
the opposed parties differ about what we have an ethical reason
to bring about for its own sake. It is unclear how the right answer
to this question, whatever it might be, could have any bearing on
the nature of welfare—how, that is, it could settle what is to count
as a source of welfare, or who is to count as having a welfare. What
i1s odd about the private ownership theory is the order of explana-
tion to which it is committed. The theory tells us that prudential
value depends on ethical value: certain conditions make our lives
go better because we have a moral reason to bring them about.
However, if there is an explanatory relation between ethical and
prudential value it seems more likely to run in the opposite direction.
Suppose we are wondering whether Moore was right to think
that deep personal relationships have a high degree of intrinsic
ethical value. One intuitively plausible way of answering this ques-
tion is to argue that we have a moral reason to preserve or promote
these relationships because of the many and profound ways in
which they enrich our lives, This dialectical approach makes ethical
value depend on prudential value: we have a moral reason to bring
about certain conditions because they make our lives go better,
And it is easy to see why the approach is intuitively plausible—
that is, why the fact that something makes our lives go better
might be thought to give us an ethical reason for bringing it about.
The private ownership theory reverses this direction of argu-
ment. Suppose we are wondering whether deep personal relation-
ships have any prudental value. The theory reaches an affirmative
answer to this question by first establishing that these relation-
ships have ethical value, and then concluding that they must there-
fore make our lives go better. However, if the ethical value of
these relationships is independent of their prudential value, as it
must be on the private ownership theory, then it is hard to see
how it could establish or guarantee that value, It is believable that
intimate connections with others make the world a better place by
virtue of enriching our lives, but it is not believable that they
enrich our lives by virtue of making the world a better place.
We reach the same destination if we begin by assessing the other
claim made by the private ownership theory: that having ethical
value is a necessary condition for a state belonging to some indi-
vidual to contribute to the well-being of that individual. When we
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reflect on the ingredients of our well-being, all of us will include
our participation in activities which we find satisfying or reward-
ing. Our involvement in some of these activities may be motivared
by the conviction that they are ethically valuable quite independ-
ently of our commitment to them. This may, for instance, be the
right story for joining the peace movement or volunteering to
alleviate famine in the sub-Sahara. But we all engage in other
pursuits, such as gardening or going for long walks or watching
baseball, which seem entirely neutral from the moral point of
view. Although we have little doubt that these pastimes make our
lives go better, we would be hard-pressed to show that, just con-
sidered by themselves, they have the sort of intrinsic ethical value
which Moore had in mind. But in that case having this sort of
value seems not to be necessary in order for some state or activity
of ours to contribute (directly) to our welfare.

This conclusion can be avoided by a move which will by now
look familiar, A private ownership theorist could say that, where
such ethically indifferent activities are concerned, the intrinsically
valuable state of affairs is not the activity considered in isolation
but its being found satisfying or rewarding. So it is not gardening
or walking or going to the ballpark which has ethical value, but
the enjoyment of these things. And each instance of this enjoyment
is as much the property of a particular person as is each instance
of the acovity itself. Now when we switch in this way from the
bare pursuits to the quality of our engagement with them, there is
admittedly much more plausibility in the idea that this latter is
something worth safeguarding or promoting for its own sake. But
again the order of explanation seems ro run the wrong way for the
private ownership theory: we have a moral reason for supporting
or promoting these pursuits because they improve the quality of
our lives, not the other way round.

The issue of whether ethical value is (wholly or partially) de-
pendent on prudential value is one which will occupy us later,
when we come to assess the prospects of welfarism. But if some
such dependence dees turn out to hold, it will constitute a sub-
stantive link between the two modes of value: prudential value
will turn out to be one (or perhaps even the only) ground of
ethical value. Such a relationship would be entirely consistent with
the conceptual autonomy of both modes of value. By contrast, the
private ownership theory attempts to reduce the one mode to the



Objective Theories 53

other, by analysing prudential value into a compound consisting
of ethical value plus the relation of possession. It thereby makes
welfare conceptually, and not merely substantively, derivative.
Predictably, the feature of prudential value which the theory is
consequently unable to capture is its subject-reladivity. Moore’s
notion of intrinsic ethical value is not subject-relative: if something
has this sort of value then it is, as Moore says, good absolutely.
But in that case it is obvious why there can be no analytic connec-
tions between the two modes of value. The fact that some state of
affairs is good absolutely cannot entail that it is good for some par-
ticular individual, and it cannot entail this even if the individual
in question is the owner of the state in question, Subject-relativity
is internal to prudential value; it constitutes its peculiar evaluative
standpoint. It is not internal to ethical value, at least if we accept
Moore's view about the objectivity of the latter. In that case, how-
ever, we cannot make the ethical value of a state entail its value
for a particular subject merely by adding on some further relation
between the state and that subject. Although subject-relativity is
internal to the notion of possession, it remains external to the
ethical standpoint. Private ownership is incapable of bridging the
conceptual gap between ethical and prudential value.

3.2 NEEDS

The private ownership theory is no more than an isolated episode,
an idiosyncratic curiosity, in the history of objective accounts, The
mainstream of the tradition has tended to rely on one or another
conceptual resource which, while appropriately objective, seems
intimately connected with well-being. A perennial favourite is the
notion of a basic need. In terms of its surface logic, this notion
seems particularly well suited to the objectivist’s purposes. It has
often been remarked, for instance, that needs lack the intention-
ality which is characteristic of desires. From the fact that I want
some water it does not follow that I want some H,0, since T may
not know the chemical composition of water. However, if [ need
some water then I need some H,O, whether I realize this or not.
Whereas the attribution of a desire for some object forms an
opaque context, since its truth value may not survive substitution
of a co-referential term, the context formed by the attribution of
a need is transparent. Since the opacity of desire contexts reflects
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(or restates) the intentionality of desire, and since intentionality is
one mark of the mental, then an account of well-being in terms of
needs looks promisingly objective.

It is clear, however, that not just any needs can provide the
materials for constructing a plausible objective theory of welfare.
It is also a commanplace that most of our needs are determined
by our aims or projects. These transient needs bear no regular
relation to our well-being: while I may need a light for my bicycle
because I plan to ride it after dark, I may also need a length of
strong rope because, in a bout of depression, | have decided to
hang myself, Anyway, even if the satisfaction of such needs some-
how managed always to make us berter off, their role is plainly
too instrumental to serve the objectivist’s purposes. The real pru-
dential contribution is being made by the aims or projects from
which they derive, and these deeper items do not look objective.

What the objectivist (derivanively) needs is a set of needs which
are not derivative. By this route accounts which begin by talking
of needs in general move quickly to isolate those needs which are
basic or fundamental. The inevitable by-product of this shift is a
loss of generality. It is certainly true that we are standardly bene-
fired by the satisfaction of basic needs for nourishment, sanitation,
security, companionship, and the like. But it is equally true thar
we can profit by sarisfying mere likes or preferences or even whims.
The former are, of course, more urgent or important than the
latter; that is presumably why we call them basic. It therefore
seems likely that any plausible theory of welfare will somehow
have to assign a central place to the fulilment of basic needs. But
precisely because they are basic, the needs which seem most hos-
pitable to an objectivist treatment cannot be the whole story about
well-being.

Still, they cannot fail to be part of the story. If basic needs are
objective through and through then this will be enough to rule out
any purely subjective theory.” And if the remaining sectors of

" Some theories appear to be hybrids of subjective and objective elements. For
example, Joseph Raz includes rhe sarisfaction of biologically determined needs as
one component m his account of welfare (Raz 1986, ch. 12). But not the most
impartant one; this role is reserved for the achievement of goals. In terms of the
subjectivefobjective dichotomy constructed in Ch. 2, a theory can succeed in being
objective only by assigning no essential role to subjectivity, It follows thar a hybrid
theory counts, overall, as subjective, In this sense subjectivity is dominant, objec-
tivity recessive.
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well-being can also be accounted for without reference to subjec-
tivity, then the objectivist project will be a going concern. It matters,
therefore, whether basic needs really are as objective as they seem.

We need to ask what it is that makes something a basic need.
How can we determine which items belong on a list of such needs?
Broadly speaking, there seem to be two different ways of answer-
ing this question. One approach we may call constructivist, by
virtue of the fact that the contents of the list are chosen or sertled
by some favoured group of agents. The other, naturally, is natur-
alist, since it roots basic needs in some aspect(s) of our narure.”
An intriguing example of the constructivist strategy can be found
in the recent work of David Braybrooke.'” Like most theorists
who work with needs, Braybrooke’s primary concern is with their
role in guiding social policy. His aim is to develop an account of
basic needs capable of vindicating the urgency which they are
rypically accorded in policy deliberations; in our terminology,
therefore, his standard of adequacy is normative rather than de-
scriptive. Despite (or perhaps because of) this moral/political pre-
occupation, Braybrooke’s menu of basic needs contains the usual
familiar items: nourishment, exercise, rest, companionship, social
acceptance, personal security, and the like. It does not seem out of
place, therefore, to treat the background story which generates
this list as though it also aspired to descriptive adequacy, at least
for the special case of human needs.'

The first part of this story seems impeccably naturalist: some-
thing counts as a basic need if it is ‘essential to living or to func-
tioning normally’."” This rather open-ended formula is soon given
a more determinate rendering: “The Criterion that I shall settle
upon is being indispensable to mind or body in performing the
tasks assigned a given person under a combination of basic social
roles, namely, the roles of parent, householder, worker, and citi-
zen.”™" The announcement of this criterion invites a number of
questions: Why the relativization to social roles? Why just these
roles and not others? Which needs will this criterion accredit as

' Peter Penz draws a similar distinction between conventionalist and essentialist
approaches in Penz 1986, 166-7.

" Braybrooke 1987, For a relared account see Penz 1986, 170 ff.

" In any case, Braybrooke could argue that the notion of a basic need 15 itself
inherently normative, since we determine whether or not someone’s need counts as
basic by weighing the seriousness of the claim it makes on the rest of us.

" Bravbrooke 1987, 31.  Ibid. 48.
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basic? Whar is the reference population whose needs are thereby
determined? It is in answering these questions that Braybrooke’s
line of development veers off in a decidedly constructivist direc-
tion. All of these matters, including the content of the criterion
itself, are to be settled by ‘particular self-governing subsets of the
linguistic community that has the concept of needs in just the form
which I have outlined’.’" Self-poverning linguistic subsets (what
Braybrooke calls Selfgoviisets) of the English-speaking community
include such anglophone countries as Canada and Australia. Bray-
brooke therefore imagines a list of basic needs {plus a specification
of the minimum standards of provision for each item on the list
and a stipulation of the sort of normative priority which needs are
to enjoy over mere preferences) being generated by consensus in
each of these societies, with no assurance that the resultant lists
(or other matters) agreed on in different societies will coincide. Basic
needs are thus relative to particular Selfgovlisets, with no independ-
ent, natural standard to serve as a higher court of appeal. What
counts as a basic need in Canada is whatever would be acknow-
ledged as such by the least generous Canadian.

My purpose is not to assess the adequacy (either normative or
descriptive} of Braybrooke’s account, which is in any case much
richer and more complex than this brief summary suggests. I wish
merely to underline the obvious, namely that any constructivist
interpretation of needs will be utterly inimical to the objectivist’s
enterprise. In order for basic needs to be objective their explica-
tion must include no reference to people’s attitudes, including their
preferences or choices. Since Braybrooke's methodology derives
needs from the collective decision processes of Selfgovlisets, it treats
them as social constructs. If an objective account of needs 1s possible,
it clearly must eschew this entire line of development in favour of
the naturalist route,

A naturalist account will ground basic needs, somehow or other,
in the nature of their subjects. Naturalism about needs, indeed
about welfare in general, seems the generic strategy likeliest to pay
off for the objecrivist. In the final section of this chapter we will
encounter a version of naturalism which appears to constitute the
objectivist’s last, best hope. Meanwhile, however, it is worth re-
minding ourselves that choosing the naruralist route does not

Y 1hid. 2.
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puarantee arrival at an objectivist destination. While naruralism
requires connecting our needs to some aspect of our nature, it is
neutral as to which aspect this is to be. It is therefore compatible
with grounding our needs in our attitudes or concerns, which
seem as natural as any other feature of us, thus with treating needs
as deeply subjective,

A particularly short route from needs to subjectivity can be
traced in John Rawls’s notion of a primary good.* Primary goods
have an indispensable normative function in Rawls’s version of a
social contract theory, in which the contractors are imagined as
trying to reach agreement on principles of justice behind a veil of
ignorance which deprives them of knowledge of their particular
circumstances, abilities, and aims. Since they must have some basis
for rational choice in this situation, and since instrumental ration-
ality is a maximizing conception, the veil of ignorance must leave
them something to maximize. This residue consists of a stipulated
set of primary goods; each agent is then conceived as aiming to
maximize her own share of such goods.

Primary goods have an obvious kinship with basic needs, albeit
in a special sense of the latter required by a theory of justice:

[Mn regarding the members of society as free and equal moral persons, we
ascribe to them certain requirements, or needs, which, given the nature of
these requirements and the form of rational plans of life, explain how
primary goods can be used to define appropriate claims in questions of
justice, In effect, the conception of the person and the notion of primary
goods simply characterise a special kind of need for a conception of
justice, Needs in any other sense, along with desires and aspirations, play
no role.”

At the same time, however, Rawls’s background theory of welfare
is patently subjective: ‘[A] person’s good is determined by what is
for him the most rational long-term plan of life given reasonably
favorable circumstances. A man is happy when he is more or less
successfully in the way of carrying out this plan. To put it briefly,
the good is the satisfaction of rational desire.”** Primary goods can
serve as a surrogate maximand under the special conditions of the
veil of ignorance only because they are ‘all-purpose means gener-
ally necessary for forming and rationally pursuing a conception of

** See Rawls 1971, 62, 92~3; 1975; 1982,
= Rawls 1982, 173; cf. 1975, §54. * Rawls 1971, 92-3.
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the good”.” Like basic needs, the value of primary goods is not
dependent on the pursuit of particular, contingent aims or projects.
But they are still tied to aims, albeit more structurally and perva-
sively, and thus are at bottom subjective.

Subjectivity is implicated less directly, but no less decisively,
in the account of needs developed by Garrett Thomson.”® On
Thomson’s view a need is basic {and has normative force) if it is
for something the lack of which will damage or impair one’s life:
‘It a man must suffer serious harm so long as he lacks self-respect,
then he has need of self-respect. Such a need is non-instrumental
in that it relates to the overall quality of a person’s life rather than
to a particular goal that he happens to have. This kind of non-
instrumental need I call “a fundamental need”.”” So far we are on
the same territory as Braybrooke’s normality of functioning. In
order to understand which needs count as basic (or fundamental)
we need to be told what is to count as serious harm (or impair-
ment of functioning). But whereas Braybrooke's story took a
constructivist turn at this point, Thomson’s stays on the naturalist
route. For Thomson the notion of serious harm presupposes a
conception of ‘the overall quality of a person’s life’, which in turn
is identical to (what we are calling) welfare. It therefore follows,
on his account, that in order to explicate the nature of basic needs
we must already have on hand a theory about the nature of wel-
fare.”* This is bad news for the objectivist who aims to work
toward such a theory by starting with the special case of needs.
But worse is yet to come,

The demands of his own methodology lead Thomsoen to canvass
some candidate theories of welfare. These he divides into two cat-
egories, by now at least nominally familiar to us: the subjective
and the objective. Rejecting both categories, he then goes on to
defend a view which, he claims, belongs to neither. Within the
terms of our inquiry, however, this is a misleading way to char-
acterize his result, since his account of subjectivity differs from the
one developed in the preceding chapter. (It will be recalled that the

= Rawls 1982, 169; cf. 1971, 62, 92. ¥ Thomson 1987, Y Ihid. 8.

* ‘For this reason, we should oppose a theory of welfare and harm which
attempts to explain these concepts in terms of “need”. Because “need” is to be
explained in terms of “harm™, we require an elucidanon of “harm™ which does not
involve the concept of a need' (ibid, 8g), For other accounts which make needs
depend conceprually on a prior notion of harm, see Wiggins 1985, 154 ff., and
Feinberg 1973, 30, 111.
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subjective/objective dichotomy constructed there is jointly exhaus-
tive.) For Thomson a theory is subjective if it equates welfare with
the satisfaction of desire. An objective theory then holds that ‘[w]ell-
being is independent of our desires: whether some event is detri-
mental to a person’s well-being depends on whether that event
deprives the person of activities and experiences that are truly
characterised by certain desirability predicates and does not de-
pend on the person’s desires actual or possible.™

Under this construal objective theories are all versions of the
discredited private ownership theory, while subjective theories are
all versions of the desire theory (which we will explore in due
course). It is clear, therefore, why Thomson thinks that there is a
third way, since a theory of welfare need athliate with neither of
these families. However, the third way which he himself favours
is, in our terminology, plainly subjective. For Thomson our wel-
fare is grounded in our interests or concerns, which he treats as
deliberatively and motivationally prior to our desires. It is this
notion of an interest which enables him to construct a formal
account, first of harm and then of basic needs:

The primary goods we are deprived of when we are harmed (by lacking
what we need) are good and worthwhile because they answer our inter-
ests, and not because they are desired. The notion of an interest defines
the range and type of acovities and experiences that partly constitute a
meaningful, worthwhile life, and it defines the nature of their worth.
These types of activities are primary goods and because they are good
something which deprives us of them is bad, and harmful.*

In his terminology here Thomson acknowledges the affinities
between his account and that of Rawls. It remains to be deter-
mined, of course, whether this kind of subjective analysis of wel-
fare, and of needs, is ultimately viable. The point which these
accounts 1llustrate for our present purposes is merely that natural-
ism and subjectivism appear to make a compatible pair. The no-
tions of an aim or an interest or a concern are all subjective, and
if any of these notions turn up at the bottom of an account of the
nature of needs then that account is also subjective, While the
concept of a need may be superficially objective, and while it may
yet turn out to be the objectivist's most valuable resource, its

* Thomson 1987, so.
n g : g : ; - :
Ibid. 76. For a similar account see Feinberg 1984, ch. 1.
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freedom from contamination by subjectivity cannot be taken for
granted.

3.3 FUNCTIONINGS AND CAPABILITIES

In several influential works Amartya Sen has sketched a model
of well-being which, like accounts which invoke the concept of a
need, has a decidedly objective look to it.” Sen begins by rejecting
rwo rival theories. The first equates welfare with utility, under one
or another of its traditional interpretations—as felt satisfaction,
preference, or choice. Any such account, Sen argues, will make an
individual's welfare level overly sensitive to such extraneous fac-
tors as social conditioning, which can affect personal ambitions
and expectations. Furthermore, neither finding something pleasant
nor wanting it is the same as valuing it. Since welfare is inherently
evaluative—it provides one measure of the value of a life—it can-
not be reduced to any non-evaluative activity or state of mind.

The second discarded theory equates welfare with the posses-
sion of commodities—either some stipulated list of goods and
services or their economic surrogate, namely wealth. Sen’s objec-
tion to any account of this sort is that it confuses welfare with its
standard or all-purpose means.” An individual’s command over
commodities will be a poor indicator of her quality of life, since
the factors which affect the conversion of goods or services into
welfare vary greatly from person to person. Sen’s favourite illus-
tration of the range of these variables is food, whose conversion
into nourishment will be influenced by age, sex, metabolic rate,
body size, activity level, general state of health, and many other
contingencies. He therefore concludes thar *while goods and ser-
vices are valuable, they are not valuable in themselves, Their value
rests on what they can do for people, or rather, on what people
can do with these goods and services.""

While Sen faults the first family of theories for their subjectiviry,
he rejects the second for carrving objectivity too far. His ostensible
aim is to construct an account which mediates between these

! Sen 1984 (esp. the introducrion and chs. 13 and 20), 19854, 1985b, 19874,
19876, 1993,

# Sen raises the same complaint against the equation of welfare with the pos-
sesgion of Rawlsian primary goods, ar least if these are understood as resources or
commodities (Sen 1984, 319-10].

* Thad, s1o.
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extremes. The core notion in this account is that of a functioning,
which Sen defines as anything which a person manages to do or
to be. Functionings are therefore individual achievements or suc-
cesses; in the food example both being well nourished and giving
a dinner party for one's friends would be functionings facilitated
by this commodity. The ground floor of Sen’s account treats an
individual’s well-being as a matter of his functionings. But Sen
then adds a second level to the analysis. A capability is a freedom
or opportunity to achieve a certain functioning—the ability to eat
well if one chooses, say, rather than actually doing so. Although
capabilities may be prudentially valuable chiefly for the functionings
which they make available, Sen argues that they also have a cer-
tain value in their own right: we are better off for having avenues
open to us which we never actually choose to pursue. Our level
of well-being is therefore determined both by our set of functionings
and by our set of capabilities.

It is easy to see why Sen regards this account as a middle ground
between the rejected options. On the one hand, equating welfare
with commodity possession ignores the many contingencies which
affect the conversion of goods and services into functionings and
capabilities. Commodiries are too external to our lives, too merely
instrumental, to be determinative of well-being. Sen’s approach,
by contrast, ‘builds on the straightforward fact that how well a
person is must be a matter of what kind of life he or she is living,
and what the person is succeeding in “doing” or “being” *.** On
the other hand, equating welfare with utility leaves it prey to the
many contingencies which affect the conversion of functionings
and capabilities into satisfaction or happiness. Utility is too inter-
nal to our lives, too shifting and capricious, to serve as the basis
of an adequate theory. Functionings and capabilities are the inter-
mediate steps between the commodities over which we have com-
mand and their ultimate utility payoff. As such, they are at just the
right distance from us to determine the real quality of our lives.

Is Sen’s account subjective or objective? At first glance, the answer
seems obvious. As noted earlier, he rejects utility accounts of well-
being because they are subjective and the commeodities account
because it is too objective.”® Furthermore, it certainly appears that

* Sen 19854, 28.
* Thus Sen complains of ‘the fetishism of the commodity focus and the subjec-
tivism of the wility focus’ (Sen 1984, 5135l
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he is aiming at a more moderate and defensible version of an
objective theory.”® The primitive notion in Sen’s account is thar of
a functioning; capabilities, being defined on functionings, are con-
ceptually derivative. His account will therefore be objective if (and
only if} functionings are objective. When we ask what Sen has in
mind as individual functionings, his list includes such familiar
items as healthfulness, longevity, literacy, and the like.”” For each
of these items Sen recognizes a distinction between the functioning
itself and its various social indicators. The indicators may be as
varied as mortality statistics on the one hand and responses to ques-
tionnaires on the other, bur whar they are all aiming to measure
are quite objective features of individuals® lives: whether they are
adequately nourished or clothed or sheltered, whether they can read
or write or count, and so on. Since all of Sen’s functionings appear
to be objective, it would seem to follow that his theory of welfare
is objective as well.

This conclusion, however, 1s premature. We need to ask how
Sen has arrived at just this list of functionings. According to his
definition, a functioning is anything which we manage to do or to
be—any activity or state which constitutes an achievement on the
part of some agent. My funcrionings would then seem to include
such diverse items as feeding the cat, making polite conversation
at boring dinner parties, pursuing a career as a philosopher, read-
ing trashy novels, acting out my mother complex, living in a crime-
free neighbourhood, having a good relationship with my children,
taking fitness classes, carrying out meaningless administrative
chores, and being married to the woman [ love. Now these various
activities and states have, to say the least, differential implications
for my well-being; some of them enrich my life immensely, some
have little impact on it either way, and some are just burdens, Fur-
thermore, virtually any item on my personal economy of function-
ings will have differential implications for the lives of others. How
can functionings be ordered in terms of their contribution to the
well-being of particular individuals? How do we determine whether
some functioning is important or trivial, urgent or dispensable? How
can we narrow down the enormous range of functionings achiev-
able by human agenrs to those that are basic or vital?

* Or so | interpret the comments in Sen to%5h, 194,
7 Ger Sen 1985a, 45-H.
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In order to answer questions like these Sen adds a further re-
source to his account: “the identification of certain “doings” and
“beings” as objects of value is itself a valuational exercise. . . . The
list of functionings reflects a view of what 15 valuable and what is
of no intrinsic value (though possibly quite useful in the pursuit of
other things of value).” But then we immediately want to ask:
whose view of what is valuable does the list reflect? For Sen the
answer to this question appears to depend on the unit whose well-
being is in question. If it is a collectivity, such as an entire society,
then it will be appropriate to appeal to social standards which
reflect widely shared values.”® But where the well-being of an in-
dividual is concerned, the decisive ranking will be thar of the wel-
fare subject herself.*” This ranking Sen envisages being elicited by
means of self-evaluation techniques.*'

The introduction of personal valuations forces us to rethink the
apparently objective character of Sen’s account. Initially it seemed
as though welfare was constituted by some specified set of function-
ings and capabilities, all of which are objective features of an indi-
vidual’s life. However, it now seems to consist in success at doing
or being whatever it is one values. This account closely resembles
one of Sen’s rejected options, namely the view which equates welfare
with the satisfaction of desire. If Sen is correct in thinking that
desiring is not an inherently evaluative activity then his account
will not actually collapse into the desire model. But in so far as the
activity of {individual or social) valuing plays an indispensable
constitutive role in the account, it will be no less subjective.

In this respect Sen’s theory of welfare resembles the analyses of
needs offered by Braybroocke and Thomson; although he places a
great deal of weight on objective concerns, and supports expand-
ing the range of such concerns from the exclusively economic to
the broadly social, his underlying theory about the nature of welfare
still comes out looking very subjective. Since Sen began by reject-
ing utility accounts on the ground of their subjectivity, this result

" Sen ro87b, 19; of. 1993, 31-3. Y Sen 1ofsa, 55-6; 1987k, 10-1.

“ *Many functionings are of no great interest to the person. .., There is no
escape from the problem of evaluarion in selecting a class of functionings in the
description and appraisal of capabilinies. The focus has to be related to the under-
lying concerns and values, in terms of which some definable functionings may be
important and others quite trivial and negligible' {(5en 1993, 32; cf. 1985a, §57;
1987h, jo0-1).

1 Sen 1985a, 48.
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is puzzling. How does the subjective activity of ranking functionings
and capabilities come to play such a crucial constitutive role in his
theory?

It is easy to see, I think, why the theory cannot get by without
this reliance on personal valuation. Recall Sen’s criticisms of the
commodities account. Welfare cannot literally consist in command
over external commodities since (1) commodity possession is only
indirectly related to well-being, thus at best an indicator of it, and
(2) it 1s not even a reliable indicator, because the conversion of com-
modities into well-being is affected by so many extraneous factors.
The shift from commodities to functionings (and capabilities) is
meant to remedy these defects. To revert to Sen’s own example,
possession of (or access to) food is a poor indicator of nourish-
ment, since both nutritional needs and consumption patterns vary
so greatly from person to person. Going straight to the function-
ing of being well nourished enables Sen to bypass all these contin-
gencies, in order to focus directly on the principal welfare payoff
for which food is instrumental. It also facilitates expanding the
range of indicators for this functioning to include other signs of
adequate nutritional intake, such as freedom from parasites or the
ability to work.

Sen’s account therefore redirects attention from the mere indic-
ators of well-being to its sources or ingredients. Commodities are
mere external means for enhancing functionings {and capabilities);
in the latter we find the prudential reason for consuming the former.
Although this shift from instrumental to intrinsic benefits is defi-
nitely a step in the right direction, we must not lose sight of the
fact that no set of functionings can literally constitute individual
welfare. Being well nourished is directly beneficial for us, as is
being healthy in other respects, being adequately clothed and shel-
tered, being literate, and so on. But welfare does not (formally)
consist in any of these conditions taken separately, nor in their
aggregate. To think otherwise is once again to confuse an enu-
meration of intrinsically beneficial conditions with a theory of
what it is for a condition to be intrinsically beneficial; it is to take
the sources of well-being for its nature,

A formal theory tells us what welfare is; a list or inventory of
sources tells us which conditions will enable us to achieve or
maintain it. When a list of sources masquerades as a theory then
it will inevitably fail some of the (other} tests of descriptive
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adequacy. Suppose we simply identify welfare with some catalogue
of functionings (and capabilities). We should expect the items in
this catalogue to depend on the nature of the welfare subjects in
question; being adequately clothed will appear on the list for
humans but not for dolphins. We should also expect the list to be
socially and culturally variable: being aggressive or ruthless will
matter more for Wall Street brokers than for Trappist monks, and
even a functioning as basic as literacy may be much less important
in undeveloped agrarian communities than in developed industrial
societies. Finally, we should expect considerable variation among
individuals, even of the same species and society; being well nour-
ished may mean less to an intellectual or an ascetic than to a
labourer or a professional athlete. Because of these dependencies on
biology, culture, and personal lifestyle, no single list (and no single
ordering) of functionings will be appropriate for all welfare subjects.
But in that case a formal theory of welfare built around functionings
will be hopelessly fragmented and incomplete; it will imply that
well-being is different in its nature (rather than merely in its sources)
for each distinct group of subjects, or even for each individual.
An account of welfare which simply equares it with some fa-
voured menu of functionings will therefore be vulnerable to objec-
tions very like the ones Sen used to discredit the commodities
account. Welfare cannot literally consist in functionings (and ca-
pabilities) since (1) while funcrionings are directly related to well-
being, they are still only sources or ingredients of it, and (2) they
are not even reliable sources, since the conversion of functionings
into well-being is affected by so many extraneous factors. We have
already seen how Sen’s introduction of personal valuations is meant
to impose some order on the virtually infinite range of achievable
human functionings. Now it should be apparent how profound its
impact is: it converts a list of the (standard) sources of {human)
well-being into a formal account of its nature. Instead of consist-
ing in some stipulated set of functionings (an account which would
vary for different welfare subjects), well-being now comes to con-
sist in achieving whatever functionings an individual most values
(an account which is common to all such subjects).* If Sen’s aim

 Whether the account will apply to non-human animals will depend on how
the activity of valuing is construed. The more cognitive its interpretation, the more
exclusive the resultanr class of welfare subjects and the less general the resultant
theory of welfare,
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was to develop a descriptively adequate theory about the nature
of well-being then it is easy to see why he assigned a crucial role
to individual valuation. Bur this way of both formalizing and gen-
eralizing his theory necessitated also subjectivizing it,

Sen’s subjective turn, therefore, seems to have been meant to
deflect the sorts of objection he had brought against the commod-
ities account. In accomplishing this, however, it seems to weaken
his other flank, by exposing his account to one of the objections
he had brought against urility accounts. Welfare cannot consist in
utility, Sen argued, because an individual’s tastes, ambitions, and
aspirations are too malleable by processes of indoctrination, mani-
pulation, and socialization:

A person who has had a life of misfortune, with very little opportunities,
and rather little hope, may be more easily reconciled o deprivations than
others reared in more fortunate and affluent circumstances. The metric of
happiness may, therefore, distort the extent of deprivation, in a specific
and biased way. The hopeless beggar, the precarious landless labourer,
the dominated housewife, the hardened unemployed or the over-exhausred
coolic may all take pleasures in small mercies, and manage to suppress
intense saffering for the necessity of continung survival, but it would
be ethically deeply mistaken to attach a correspondingly small value to
the loss of their well-being because of this survival strategy. The same
problem arises with the other interpretation of utility, namely, desire-
fulfilment, since the hopelessly deprived lack the courage to desire much,
and their deprivations are muted and deadened in the scale of desire-

fulfilment.*

This 1s a powerful challenge; we will need to decide later whether
any subjective theory has the resources to meet it. Meanwhile, it
will suffice to make an obvious point. Sen regards valuing as a
more cognitive and reflective activity than enjoying or desiring.
However this may be, personal values are also notoriously subject
to influence by accustomed social conditions. If there is a problem
here for theories which interpret welfare in terms of felr satisfac-
tion or preference, there is equally a problem for a theory which
assigns the same constitutive role to valuation.

This is not, however, the end of the story. The notion of a
personal value is, on the face of it, ambiguous between two very

Y Sen 19874, 45-6,
" This criticism has been made by Nusshaum 1988, 175-6.
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different interpretations: (1) assigning a particular functioning a
high ranking in one’s personal value scheme, and {2) acknowledg-
ing or recognizing the functioning’s urgency or importance. Thus
far T have assumed that Sen’s references to (individual or social)
valuing are to be understood in the first sense. If this interpreta-
tion 1s correct then personal valuations are constitutive of well-
being, which is enough to ensure the subjectivity of the theory.
However, Sen’s meaning here is far from transparent. For one
thing, he holds that personal valuations are open to criticism and
correction.” He also says that where social standards are con-
cerned it is quite in order to go beyond the brute fact that certain
values are widely held, by asking why it is so.™

Sen has been urged by Martha Nussbaum to move his account
away from its apparently subjective orientation by specifying ‘an
objective valuational procedure that will have the power to crit-
icize the evaluations of functionings that are actually made by
people whose upbringing has been hedged round with discrimina-
tion and inequity’.*” Taking this step, in Nussbaum’s view, would
require ‘introducing an objective normative account of human
functioning and . . . describing a procedure of objective evaluation
by which functionings can be assessed for their contribution to the
good human life’.*" In a recent discussion, Sen has shown himself
open in principle to taking this sort of objective direction but
unwilling to endorse it as a unique option for his theory." Indeed,
he there claims as a virtue of his approach precisely the fact that
it is ‘incomplete’—i.e. indeterminate on this foundational question.

We are therefore left with two importantly different ways in
which Sen’s theory of welfare could be completed. Should valuations
be understood subjectively, then he will have no objective theory
of welfare to offer. On the other hand, should the objective route
be pursued, then personal rankings would play a merely evidentiary
role in his account. In that case, however, Sen would owe us an
‘objective normative account of human functioning’ as the foun-
dation of his theory of welfare. The most likely source of such an
account (and the one urged by Nussbaum) will be considered in
the next section.

¥ Sen 1985a, 58. ¥ Sen 1987b, 32, ¥ Nusshaum 1988, 175,

* Ihid. 176. Nusshaum's own preferred ‘objective normative account of human
functioning” 15 Aristotelian in nature.

¥ Sen 1993, 46-9.
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Before we leave Sen’s treatment of well-being there is a question
to be raised abourt its aim or purpose. I have taken for granted
that it is intended as a theory about the nature of welfare, and
thus have held it accountable to the standards of descriptive ad-
equacy for such theories. This interpretation is encouraged both
by the welfare terminology which Sen standardly employs and by
his advocacy of his own account as a superior alternative to some
of the traditional formal theories.”™ There is, however, room for
doubt. In some contexts Sen phrases his account in terms, not of
well-being, but of ‘the standard of living’ or ‘the quality of life’.”’
This terminology suggests a somewhat different ambition. If we
begin with the descriptive aim of comparing living standards in
different societies, or with the normative aim of assessing eco-
nomic or social policies for their impact on the quality of life, then
in order to get on with the job any reasonable inventory of the
basic or standard sources of human well-being will suffice; we
need not join the philosopher in trying to assemble an adequate
formal theory.™ Sen's intellectual concerns are generally a blend of
the economic and the philosophical. As the materials for a norm-
atively attractive account of the standard of living, the basic function-
ings and capabilities on which he focuses have excellent credentials.
Objectivity is no liability in an enumeration of the principal sources
of well-being, only in a theory about its nature.

T These themes are especially prominent in Sen 19854, 1985bh, and 1o87a.

"I See esp. Sen 1984 and 1o87h, bur also 1985a, 45-8. Sen distinguishes be-
tween well-being and the standard of living in terms of their sources: the former
comprehends all sources, including those which impinge on the person from the
cutside, while the later is confined to influences rooted in the individual's own life
{198a, 26-a). This seems to make little sense of some of the standard social
indicators: whether I live in a crime-free neighbourhood clearly affects my life from
the outside but crime rates are commonly included in profiles of the standard of
living, The common distinetion is more likely policy-driven: the factors which
make up the standard of living are those relanvely stable features of our lives which
are amenable to social influence or control. The objective indicators of my stand-
ard of living will therefore include the pollution level in Toronto but exclude its
disagreeable winters, despire the fact that hoth have a significant impact on my
well-being.

** This may explain why Sen is content with, even proud of, the incompleteness
in his account concerning the charvacrer of the underlying valnations needed o pick
out relevant or important functionings. If both subjective and objective interpre-
tations of this valuational exercise seem likely to vield roughly the same list of
functionings, then anvone whose interest lies primarily in social analysis need
inguire no further. It is the peculiar burden of the philosopher to remain unsatished
until the foundational issue has been resolved.
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3.4 THE TELEOLOGICAL THEORY

It is now clear what an objective theory of welfare requires: some
aspect of the nature of welfare subjects, other than their subjectiv-
ity, which can supply the standpoint or perspective characteristic
of prudential value. And so we come finally to the second main
strategy available to the objectivist, which attempts to supply this
vital ingredient, That attempt alone is enough to make it a more
promising option than the private ownership theory.,

Ohbjective theories of welfare have an impressive pedigree, and the
prototype of the account we are now seeking was established carly
on by Aristotle. As every student of Greek philosophy knows, the
concept of ewdaimonia plays a prominent role in the Nicomachean
Ethics. Although it is usual to render eudaimonia into English as
‘happiness’, the Greek term acrually corresponds much more closely
to our notion of welfare: a complete state of being and doing well.
Most of the Ethics thus consists of an extended inquiry into the
ingredients of human well-being. However, it opens by asking not
about welfare but about goods as ends of action. *Every art and
every inquiry,” Aristotle begins, ‘is thought to aim at some good.”™
The framing project of the Ethics is to identify the highest good,
the end we should aim at for its own sake and not for the sake
of anything further.

Eudaimonia enters the scene as the consensus candidate for this
role: “Verbally there is very general agreement; for both the gen-
eral run of men and people of superior refinement say that it is
happiness, and identify living well and faring well with being happy;
but with regard to what happiness is they differ, and the many do
not give the same account as the wise.”™ In the opening sections
of Book 1 of the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle thus distinguishes
the two questions which define our own inquiry: What is the value
of welfare, and what is its nature? However, his answer to the first
question 1s delivered pretty summarily with little supporting argu-
ment: Aristotle seems to find it obvious that well-being is the (sole)
ultimate good, the one objective worth pursuing for its own sake,
Having reached this result, his attention then shifts to the second
question, where he locates the real substantive dispute. From this
point the Ethics becomes a disquisition on the topic of well-being.

P Aristotle 1984, tog4a1-2, * Ihid. 1ogsaré-zr,
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The first step in that disquisition, however, determines most of
its subsequent course. Aristotle finds that the highest human good
consists in ‘activity of soul in conformity with excellence [arete]’,
immediately continuing ‘and if there are more than one excellence,
in conformity with the best and most complete’.”® Thus the focus
shifts here once more, this time from eudaimonia to arete, from
well-being to excellence. Aristotle’s principal project, the one for
which the Ethics is renowned, now becomes the construction of a
theory of the virtues, encompassing those of both character and
intellect. This road will eventually lead him to locate welfare, and
therefore also the ultimare good, above all in theoretical inguiry,
or the philosophic life.

Qur interest lies not in these further developments, which ar-
ticulate the pattern of life Aristotle thinks best for us, but in this
early step in which he establishes what welfare 1s. Although Aris-
totle never quite puts it this way, his final resulr is that theoretical
inquiry is the sole, or at any rate the primary, source of human
well-being—a view whose rivals will back other ways of life, such
as the pursuit of honour or pleasure. It 1s not a formal theory
about the nature of welfare; instead, it depends on such a theory.
The philosophic life turns out to be best for us because of the sort
of thing welfare is.

The passages in which Aristotle outlines his theory of welfare
(Book 1, chapter 7) are among the most condensed and controver-
sial in the entire Nicomachean Ethics, They also constitute his
distincrive and enduring contribution ro the objectivist cause.
Having reaffirmed that the highest good is happiness, Aristotle
continues his line of inquiry as follows: ‘Presumably, however, to
say that happiness is the chief good seems a platitude, and a
clearer account of what it is is still desired. This might perhaps be
given, if we could first ascertain the function [ergo#] of man. . ..
What then can this be?”*® Having excluded nutrition and percep-
tion, on the (questionable) ground that these are not peculiarly
human functions, Aristotle closes in on his conclusion:

There remains, then, an active hife of the element that has a rational
principle . . . and as this too can be taken in two ways, we must state that
life in the sense of activity is what we mean; for this seems to be the more
proper sense of the term. Now if the function of man is an acrivity of soul

# Ibid, 1og8ate-17. * Ibid. ro97ba2—32.
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in accordance with, or not without, rational principle, and if we say thar
a so-and-so and a good so-and-so have a function which is the same in
kind, ... human good turns out to be activity of soul in conformity with
excellence.””

For Aristotle, therefore, a thing’s excellence is conceptually con-
nected to its function and thereby to its welfare. Simplifying some-
what, the argument to his formal theory of welfare contains the
following steps: (1) something promotes my well-being just in case
it enhances my distinctive function, (2) something enhances my
distinctive function just in case it expresses my distinctive excel-
lence, therefore (3) something promotes my well-being just in case
it expresses my distinctive excellence.

It is easy to see why the resultant account of the nature of
welfare is an attractive option for the objectivist. At least in bio-
logical contexts, identifying a thing's function seems to require no
reference to its purposes or concerns; the notion, and also the
theory of welfare built around it, are therefore nicely objective. At
the same time, the proper functioning of a thing seems a promis-
ing candidate for the standpoint which underlies the peculiarly
perspectival character of prudential value, After all, if T can func-
tion either well or badly, then the impact on my functioning of
states of the world seems able to explain how these states can be
either good or bad for me. Finally, the notion of functioning also
seems well suited to constructing an objective account of needs,
our basic needs being defined as those conditions of mind and
body in whose absence we function badly, or not at all.

Ever since Aristotle first articulated it, however, this objectivist
strategy has attracted as many critics as supporters. One classic
line of resistance artacks the crucial claim that human beings are
among the kinds of things which have a characteristic function.
And it must be conceded that the idea is a little strange. It is
noteworthy that when Aristotle needs clear cases of things with
readily identifiable functions he relies either on social roles {crafts-
men and artists) or on body parts {organs). It is not at all strange
to ask what the function is of a bricklayer or a kidney. But no
answer comes readily to mind when we ask what the function is
of a human being—or, for that matter, a giraffe or a lichen. In
these latter cases of organisms we can, of course, always find

¥ Ihid, TooBaz-17.
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functions by referring to the needs or purposes of others, as when
one individual serves as the slave of another, or one species as
food supply for another. But this gets us no closer to identifying
a function which is that of the organism itself.

In the light of this difficulty, it has become fashionable to say
that Aristotle’s ergon argument relies too heavily on his now dis-
credited teleological biology.”™ Perhaps this is so. On the other
hand, perhaps there is a lesson to be learned from the fact that
many of the contemporary exponents of {some version or other
of) the argument can be found in the field of environmental ethics,
where one is expected to be thoroughly up to date in one’s bio-
logy. Robin Attfield, for instance, defends ‘the Aristotelian princi-
ple that the good life for a living organism turns on the fulfilment
of its nature’, a principle which he explicates in the following way:
‘Let the “essential™ capacities of an x be capacities in the absence
of which from most members of a species that species would not
be the species of x's, and let “x™ range over terms for living
organisms. Then the flourishing of an x entails the development in
it of the essential capacities of x’s.”™ This principle ‘governing the
nature of good and harm’ (as Attfield puts it} does not rely in any
obvious way on pre-Darwinian assumptions about namural ends or
final causes. Instead, it simply seems to presuppose that, while we
may indeed be unable to locate the function of a particular organ-
ism, we generally have little difhculty determining when it is func-
tioning well (or badly) by the standards appropriate to its kind."

Paul Taylor has taken a similar view in the course of explicating
whar he calls ‘the biocentric outlook on nature’;

Each [individual organism)| is seen to be a teleological (goal-oriented)
center of life, pursuing its own good in its own umgue way, This, of
course, does not mean that they all seek their good as a conscious end or
purpose, the realization of which 15 their intended aim, Consciousness
may not be present at all, and even when it is present the organism need
not be thoughr of as intentionally taking steps ro achieve goals it sets for
itself. Rather, a living thing is conceived as a unified system of orgamzed
activity, the constant tendency of which is to preserve its existence by
protecting and promoting its well-being ®'

* This verdict is common even among those generally sympathertic to the Aris-
rotelian enterprise; see, for instance, Maclniyre 1984, 162 ff.

* Antfield 1981, 42; cf. 1983, 143 H,

i1 Martha Nusshaum interprets Aristotle as having intended this sort of account
{for the human case) in Nusshaum 1988, 1993.

' Tavlor 1988, 45.
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The philosophical lesson here seems to be that we need not, and
should not, expel teleology altogether from our biology.** The
heartland of teleological explanation is, of course, the behaviour
of subjects capable of representing and seeking future states. But
where other living things are concerned, functional explanations
can still have a legitimate place. After the Darwinian turn that
place is no longer foundational; every biological explanation must
ultimately invoke mechanistic processes such as random mutation
and natural selection. But acceptance of the Darwinian framework
does not require us to deny that living things have functions, nor
that these functions can figure in legitimate explanations. Indeed,
this framework enables us to make the best sense of the notion of
a function: the function of a living thing is its tendency to bring
about some particular state just in case it is this tendency which
figures in a mechanistic explanation of the existence of the thing.
To say that teleological notions, like that of a function, are deriva-
tive or secondary in biological contexts is not to say that they are
inherently suspect.

In the hands of philosophers like Attfield and Taylor notions
such as functioning and flourishing are put to work to broaden the
class of subjects whose well-being must be taken into account in
an adequate environmental ethic.” Reacting against the assumption
that the notion of a good can be ascribed only to human beings, or
(more broadly) only to sentient beings, they wish to apply it across
the full range of living organisms. The overall direction of the pro-
ject emerges very nicely in Taylor’s presentation of it. He begins
by endorsing what we have called the subject-relativity of welfare:

One way to know whether something belongs to the class of entities that
have a good is to see whether it makes sense to speak of what is good
or bad for the thing in question. If we can say, truly or falsely, that
something is good for an entity or bad for it, without reference to any
other entity, then the entity has a good of its own.™

The next step is to argue that having a distinctive evaluative stand-
point does not require subjectivity:

There are some entities that have a good of their own but cannot, strictly
speaking, be described as having interests. They have a good of their own

® See Ayala 1970; Mayr 1988, essay 3.

5% Essentially the same project, and the same means of executing it, can be found
in Goodpaster 1978,

* Taylor 1988, 61.
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because it makes sense to speak of their being benefited or harmed. Things
that happen to them can be judged, from their standpoint, to be favorable
or unfavorable to them. Yet they are not beings that consciously aim at
ends or take means to achieve such ends. They do not have interests be-
cause they are not interested in, do not care abour, whar happens to them.
They can experience neither satisfaction nor dissatisfaction, neither fulfill-
ment nor frustration, Such ennines are all those lhiving things thar lack
consciousness or, f conscious, lack the allity to make choices among
alternatives confronting them. They include all forms of plant life and the
simpler forms of animal life.*

Finally, Taylor draws the inescapable conclusion about the objec-
tivity of welfare:

In order to know whether something is (truly) in X's interests, we do not
find out whether X has an interest in it. We inquire whether the thing in
question will in face further X's overall well-being. We ask, ‘Does this
promote or protect the good of X?' This i1s an objective matter because
it 15 not determined by the beliefs, desires, feelings, or conscious interests

of X5

By now we may seem to have travelled a long way from Aris-
totle, whose concern, at least in the Nicomachean Ethics, was
exclusively with the good of human beings. However, the contem-
porary expansion of focus to encompass all living things merely
tollows out the logic of the Aristotelian framework. If well-being
is given the sort of objective interpretation Aristotle suggested,
then the class of welfare subjects will embrace all creatures to
whom notions such as functioning or flourishing can be meaning-
fully applied. And this will certainly include at least all organisms.

It should be clear by now that this teleclogical form of objective
theory cannot be defeated merely by accusing it of biological naiveté.
Furthermore, once its implications for the class of welfare subjects
have been drawn out it surely has a very powerful intuitive appeal.
Much of our welfare vocabulary does apply to all living things
with no evident strain; thus we speak easily of what is good or
bad, harmful or beneficial, for bees and bacteria, trees and toad-
stools. There is no reason to think that these categories apply
meaningfully only to creatures who are conscious or sentient, On
the other hand, some of our categories do not generalize so easily,
among them the central notions of welfare, well-being, and interest.

& Thid. 3. % Ibid. cf. 65=7.



Objective Theories 75

{There are anmimal welfare groups but no plant welfare groups.)
These (inconclusive) linguistic facts led us earlier to classify all
plants and the simpler animals as peripheral rather than core welfare
subjects. Our framework of welfare concepts simply does not dic-
tate a definite, unique extension for the class of welfare subjects.
It therefore provides us with no unequivocal direction when we
are trying to decide whether to include or exclude peripheral sub-
jects. In this domain the best result is the one which follows from
the best theory.

However, it is possible to embarrass the teleological theory a
little on this issue. What the theory tells us is that something
counts as a welfare subject if it has a good of its own. And an
entity has a good of its own “if we can say, truly or falsely, that
something is good for [it] or bad for it, without reference to any
other entity”.*” What, then, of artefacts? Their good, we are told,
15 determined by our purposes in making them. Thus rusting is
bad for my lawn-mower only because it prevents it from doing
what it was designed to do, namely mow my lawn. The evaluative
standpoint here is ultimately mine rather than its; it lacks a good
of its own.

Suppose we accept this. What are we then to say about narural
but inanimate objects, such as mountains or rivers? Can we distin-
guish a standpoint which is that of the mountain or the river, from
which strip mining or damming might be bad for it though bene-
ficial to us {or even to all affected organisms)? In Attheld’s terms,
can it be essential to a mountain not to be reduced to rubble, or
to a river not to be dried up or converted into a lake? If so, then
will this foothold in the nature of the mountain or the river enable
us to talk about its Hourishing? And why, in that case, should we
accept the restriction which Attficld imposes on his account of
flourishing, so that the only essential capacities which count are
those of living things? If a thing’s flourishing depends on its essence,
why is the range of the former not as broad as that of the latter?
Perhaps what is necessary in order to speak of flourishing is some
inner dynamic, a system of forces which naturally tends toward
equilibrium or homeostasis. But a star is such a system, as is a
tornado or a geyser. Is it then bad for stars when they die?

On the other hand, what are we to do with organisms which

" 1bid. é1; emphasis in original,
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have been contaminated by our purposes? What of domestic live-
stock who have been selectively bred so as to yield milk or fleece
or meat? Do they no longer have a good of their own? What of
genetically engineered strains of bacteria which have never existed
in nature? Are they both organisms and artefacts? If so, are they
to be included by virtue of the former or excluded by virtue of the
latter? Suppose, as many people seem to believe, that all living
things were created by some deity for some obscure purpose of her
own. In that case, do none of us have a good of our own? And if
we can still have a good which is ours, in addition to a good which
depends on the purposes of another, why cannot the same be true
of my lawn-mower or my computer?

Finally, what is this account to do with the fact that notions like
functioning or flourishing fit organs at least as well as organisms?
Recall that Aristotle’s prime examples, meant to soften us up for
the notion of the function of a human being, are all either special
jobs or body parts. If 1 have a good which 1s mine then surely the
same is true of my heart and my liver, not to mention all my
individual cells. Are we to recognize all these too as welfare sub-
jects? Or do we reduce their good to that of the organism as a
whole? (Which does not sound right, since what is best for the
organism may be, say, to excise or irradiate a particular group of
cells.) And if we choose this route, then why do we nor also
reduce the good of individual organisms to that of the biotic
communities or ecosystems of which they are parts? Since ecology
now gives us a picture of nature as a system of interconnected and
interdependent processes, both organic and inorganic, how can
the ixation on individuals as the sole welfare subjects be justified?

These problems about the class of welfare subjects are, as I say,
mere embarrassments for the teleological theory. However, they
do suggest one motive, albeit a negative one, for preferring a
subjective theory. While such theories may be criticized for draw-
ing the circle too narrowly, the notion of a subject as a unified
centre of experiences does provide a resource which effecrively
resists expansion of the circle to include machines, works of art,
natural objects and phenomena, organic subsystems, and the entire
biosphere.” In any event, denying peripheral cases the status of

" Welfarism will have little plausibility if the range of welfare subjects is ex-
tended to all these cases, To rely solely on this consideration would obviously
amount to choosing a subjective theory about the narture of welfare on the ground



Objective Theories i

welfare subjects need not result in denying them moral standing.
The environmental ethic defended by philosophers like Attfield
and Taylor consists of two distinct theses: (1) all and only welfare
subjects have moral standing, and (2) all and only living things are
welfare subjects. The first thesis is a version of welfarism, while
the second is based on the teleological theory about the nature of
welfare, If one gives up the latter, by drawing the circle of welfare
subjects more narrowly, while continuing to hold the former, then
the result will indeed be the denial of moral standing to all of the
excluded creatures. For anyone who finds this implication unpal-
atable, the obvious antidote is to abandon welfarism. This seems
a more promising way of expanding the circle than continuing to
defend a troublesome theory of welfare.

It is time to turn away from these relatively minor issues, since
we have not yet come to terms with the teleological theory’s prin-
cipal asset. We have challenged objective theories to provide an
alternative account of the evaluative standpoint of the welfare
subject, so as to explain the perspectival nature of prudential value.
And this is precisely what the teleological theory claims to be able
to do with the notion of functioning, which is why it stands as the
objectivist’s best option. Has it not, then, mounted a successful
response to the challenge? Even if it must answer some awkward
questions about the range of welfare subjects, has it not passed the
truly crucial test?

It has not, for what seems the theory’s greatest strength is really
its fatal defect. Recall Attheld’s formula, thar ‘the flourishing of an
x entails the development in it of the essential capacities of x's'.
Leaving aside any difficulties in the notion of an essential capacity,
what this formula ensures is that a living being is flourishing just
in case it 1s a paradigmaric or exemplary specimen of its kind—
one which displays to a high degree the capacities characteristic of
its species. This result should remind us in turn of the argument
Aristotle used to derive his theory about the nature of welfare, to
which it is time we returned. That argument contained the following
steps: (1) something promotes my well-being just in case it enhances
my distinctive function, (z) something enhances my distinctive

of its superior normative adeguacy, This normatively driven choice would stll be

between options left equally open by our descriptive criteria; it would therefore
function only as a tie-breaker. In fact, however, the teleological theory is not des-
criptively adequate, as the remainder of this section will show.,
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function just in case it expresses my distinctive excellence, there-
fore {3) something promotes my well-being just in case it expresses
my distinctive excellence. Thus far we have highlighted some of
the pitfalls in the notion of a hiological function. Bur the real
problem with the teleological theory lies not in the coherence of
this notion but in its relevance to the nature of welfare.

The problem is easy to state. Recall the distinctioni drawn in
Chapter 1 between prudential and perfectionist value. A theory of
welfare must be a theory abour the nature of prudential value. A
thing has perfectionist value if it displays the excellences appropri-
ate to its kind. Both Artfield’s formula and Aristotle’s argument
equate a creature’s welfare with its distinctive excellence. But then
both accounts conflate prudential and perfectionist value: they are
really theories about the latter rather than the former.

This conflation is concealed somewhat when attention is focused
on relatively simple organisms. In the case of a tree we have no
way to measure its flourishing save by means of those features which
count as excellences in trees: luxuriant foliage, a healthy root
system, resistance to disease, and so on. Bur thar is to say thar here
we do not have two modes of value—prudential and perfectionist
—but only one. An account of the functioning or flourishing of
a tree does indeed enable us to determine whether states of the
world are good or bad for it. But what is good for the tree is
whatever promotes its excellence, and whar is bad for it is what-
ever makes it a worse example of its kind. There i1s here no point
of view which is that of the tree; instead, it is merely the local
bearer of a certain kind of generic value determined by the kind
to which it belongs.

In the case of a tree the elision of prudential and perfectionist
value is facilitated by the ambiguity of phrases such as ‘a good of
one’s own’. “The good of x* can mean, among other things, either
‘the welfare of x* or ‘the goodness of x’. Where a thing is capable
of having perfectionist value we can certainly speak of its good-
ness or excellence. In that sense it undeniably has a good, which
is its own by virtue of being grounded in its nature. But it 15 a
fallacy to slip from saying thar something can be good or bad of
its kind to saving that it therefore has a welfare. It is this fallacy
which is committed by the teleological theory. The embarrassing
implications of the theory for the class of welfare subjects, while
not themselves fatal to it, are the symptoms of this deeper defect.
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Tying welfare to the notion of functioning threatens an awkward
expansion in its range of application because if functioning tracks
any mode of value it is perfectionist rather than prudential.

The two evaluative dimensions come apart when we are dealing
with subjects in the strict sense, namely those with a subjective
point of view. (Or rather, in these cases prudential value makes its
appearance for the first ime as a separate and distinct dimension.
And they diverge most clearly for paradigm subjects such as us.
Where human agents are concerned, it is a contingent matter
whether the possession of some particular excellence makes us
better off. There may, of course, be a strong empirical correlation
between the excellences of mind and body and the well-being of
their owners; it would be surprising if there were not. But as a
conceptual matter the inference for any agent from perfectionist to
prudential value is never guaranteed; there is always a logically
open question. The gap between the two is opened by the agent’s
own hierarchy of projects and concerns, which is but one mani-
festation of her subjectivity.

The human case was, of course, the case that interested Aristo-
tle. It is thus hard to understand how he could have committed
this fallacy.”” None the less, it appears that he did in moving from
endaimonia to arete, from the good (welfare) of a human being to
the goodness {perfection) of a human being.™ Since these are clearly
such different matters for us now, it is hard to believe that they
were not also for him then. Indeed, the conclusion of Aristotle’s
argument, the equation of welfare and virtue, has always seemed
too good to be true. We simply have too many examples, from our
day as from his, of villains and miscreants who seem (as Bernard

* The fallacy was clearly identified in Glassen 1957. It is also discussed in
Wilkes 1978, although she defends Aristotle against the charge of equivocarnion.
By far the most thorough explication, and defence, of Anstotle’s ergon argument
may be found in Hurchinson 1984, ch, 3. For other interesting recent artempts to
defend Aristotle’s approach, see Nusshaum 1988, 179 ff.; Whiting 1988; and
Sparshott 1994, ch. 1.

" The perfectionist nature of Aristotle’s account is underlined in Martha
Musshaum's interpretation of it “Gerting the list of functionings that are constitu-
tive of good living is a mateer of asking ourselves what s most important, what
is an essential part of any life that is going to be rich enough to count as fully
human' (Mussbaum 1988, 175). Again: ‘for Aristotle. . . the question as to whether
a certain function is or is not a part of our human nature is. .. a guestion about
whether that function is so important thar a creature who lacked it would not be
judged to be properly human ar all’ {ibid, 177).
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Williams puts it} ‘by any ethological standard of the bright eye
and the gleaming coat’ to be faring very well indeed. With any
luck there is a strong tendency for virtue and interest to coincide,
but we push our luck if we ask for more than that. Certainly they
do not coincide conceptually, nor are they analytically linked in
the tight way that Aristotle would have us believe.

In that case, however, the teleological theory is fundamentally
misconceived as a theory about the nature of welfare: it is really
about something quite different. It bears repeating that this result
settles no substantive ethical issues. It is still open to the perfec-
tionist to urge, against the welfarist, that excellence must be in-
cluded among the basic values in an ethical theory, or even that
it is the sole such value. That dispute will be adjudicated later {in
Chapter 7). Qur result concerns not the value of welfare but its
nature. The teleclogical theory was the objectivist’s last, best hope
for responding to the challenge posed in the preceding chapter.
With its demise goes all prospect of constructing a descriptively
adequate objective theory of welfare.
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Hedonism

THe elimination of objective accounts takes us some distance to-
ward our goal of finding an adequate theory of welfare. But not
very far, since nowadays most of the philosophically favoured
theories in this domain are subjective, and all of them still remain
in contention. We have merely succeeded in narrowing our original
question a little: we now wish to know which subjective theory
gives us the best account of the nature of welfare. Unluckily, how-
ever, not only are there many such theories available, they also
differ among themselves in significant ways. We have made progress
thus far by utilizing a relatively simple subjective/objective grid;
we now need some equally salient way of subdividing the category
of subjective accounts.

Without an appropriate principle of division the task of cata-
loguing the full variety of (actual or possible} subjective theories
threatens to be interminable. Recall that a theory of welfare is
subjective if it makes your well-being depend (at least in part) on
your set of attitudes or concerns. You have an attitude toward, or
concern about, something if the thing matters to you, or you mind
or care whether it exists or happens. If you have a positive attitude
toward the thing then you favour it, if a negative attitude you
disfavour it. The range and variety of possible subjective theories
is therefore given by the range and variety of possible positive/
negative attitudes. Approving of something, valuing it, esteeming
it; wanting something, aiming art it, seeking it; liking something,
enjoying it, finding it satisfying—these are all types of positive
attitude, but both the types themselves and the several varieties of
each type are different from one another. An exhaustive array of
subjective theories could therefore be assembled only by enumer-
ating all of the many ways in which we can favour or disfavour
things. Any such project would be a daunting, and probably fruit-
less, exercise in philosophical psychology.
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Philosophers confronted by this problem have contrived a tech-
nigque for circumventing it. Instead of trying to catalogue all the
possible varieties of subjective account, they distinguish theories
which make welfare a state of mind from those which make it a
state of the world.' On the face of it, this is an unpromising tactic.
After all, we know already that every subjective theory makes
welfare depend in some way or other on some state of mind or
other. How, then, could a subjective theory fail to be a state-of-
mind theory? And how could it ever be a state-of-the-world theory?

When handled with a little care, however, the distinction does
turn out to have a point. A theory is subjective if it makes welfare
depend at least in part on some mental state, but it may make it
depend on something else as well. If we draw a boundary around
(the subject’s own) states of mind and call everything else a state
of the world, then we can indeed generate two types of subjective
theory: those on which my welfare is solely a martter of my states
of mind and those on which it is additionally a matter of some
states of the world. The ground for this distinction, moreover, has
been laid in our own account of the subjective, in which we worked
outward from states of mind to states of the world.* The former
category consists of phenomena such as sensations or dreams;
because states of the world will play no role in a constitutive ac-
count of the nature of such things (as opposed to a causal theory
of their origin), we may think of them as purely mind-dependent.
The latter category, by contrast, contains those features of the
world, such as perceptual properties, an account of whose nature
seems to require reference both to subjective processes and to
objective properties. Those who regard these features as secondary
qualities think of them as partly mind-dependent and partly world-
dependent.

On this picture, then, state-of-mind theories trear welfare just
as some mental state, or some combination of such states, while
state-of-the-world theories bring into the picture some reference to
mind-independent reality. While these are all subjective theories,
the former are more thoroughly or uncompromisingly subjective
than the latter. Of course, it is not enough for our purposes that
this line of division among subjective theories is available, nor that

! For a paradigmatic use of the distincrion, see Griffin 1986, ch, 1.
* See s 2.1, above.
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it is now standard, nor even that it coheres with our account of
the subjective. It must, additionally, be salient: it must bear di-
rectly on the descriptive adequacy of subjective accounts. As with
the subjective/objective distinction, there 1s no way to demonstrate
salience in advance; we must simply see how things work out.
However, it is a promising sign that this partition of the domain
separates the two kinds of subjective theory which have domin-
ated the modern period: hedonistic accounts, identifying welfare
with pleasure and the absence of pain, and desire accounts, iden-
tifying it with the satisfaction of wants or preferences. These options
will preoccupy us over the next two chapters. First, hedonism.

4.1 THE CLASSICAL VIEW

Time and philosophical fashion have not been kind to hedonism.
Although hedonistic theories of various sorts flourished for three
centuries or so in their congenial empiricist habitat, they have all
but disappeared from the scene. Do they now merit even passing
attention, for other than nostalgic purposes? Like endangered
species, discredited ideas do sometimes manage to make a come-
back. Perhaps hedonism is now due for a revival of this sort. Or
perhaps not, but even if it is too late to rescue it from extinction
we may still learn some valuable lessons by exposing the reasons
for its decline.

Orthodoxy has it that hedonism comes in two forms: psycho-
logical and ethical. In its psychological version, it is a cansal theory
of motivation in which all intentional action 1s ultimately to be
explained in terms of seeking pleasure and avoiding pain. In its
cthical version, it is a theory of value in which pleasure is the sole
good and pain the sole evil. Both theories count as hedonistic by
virtue of assigning a foundational (explanatory or justificatory)
role to pleasure and pain. Historically, these two varieties of he-
donism have been closely associated, the psychological theory being
thought to lend support to the ethical.

This picture of the varieties of hedonism is, however, incomplete.
A hedonistic theory may also take a third form, distinct from both
of the foregoing: it may be a theory about the nature of welfare.
Such a theory will begin by taking pleasure and pain to characterize
the primitive attitudes, positive and negative respectively, which
subjects may have roward objects or states of affairs. Minding
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something, or caring whether it happens, will ultimately be a marter
of finding the experience of it either pleasant or painful. The theory
will then go on to assign these attitudes a basic constitutive role
in a formal theory of welfare. Such a theory will map the polarity
of welfare onto the polarity of pleasure and pain. In order for my
life to be going well for me I must be experiencing it, or its prin-
cipal ingredients, as pleasant or satisfying; conversely, if it is going
badly for me then my experience of it must, on balance, be un-
pleasant or unsatisfying. Likewise, something can benefit me or
make me better off only if T find it agreeable, and it can harm me
or make me worse off only if I find it disagreeable.

These rather vague formulae will suffice to define the general
shape of a hedonistic theory of welfare. However, they need con-
siderable further elaboration in order to yield a specific, derer-
minate version of such a theory. One such version was shared, in
most of its essentials, by the principal vtilitarians of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries: Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, and
Henry Sidgwick. Their hedonism about welfare has tended to be
somewhat overshadowed by their ethical hedonism.” Logically
speaking, the two views are quite distinct: the former is an analy-
sis of the nature of prudential value while the latter is a claim
about which things have (ultimate) ethical value. However, the
utilitarians plainly thought that they were intimately connected.

It is not difficult to find emphatic statements by the utilitarians
of hedonism as a theory of the good. One of the best known is
J. 5. Mill's ‘theory of life’, on which he takes his moral theory to
be grounded: ‘pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things
desirable as ends; and...all desirable things...are desirable
either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the
promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain.™ However, it

T wall pass over the question of pzi].'i:huh‘lgical hedonism, since it divides the
utilitarian camp. Bentham and . 5. Mill both subscribed to it: for their best-known
statements of the doctrine, see Bentham 1970, ch. 1, and Mill 1069, ch, 4. Sidgwick,
on the other hand, rejected it: see Sidgwick 196z, Book 1, ch. 4.

t Mill 1969, 210; cf. 214: ‘the ultimate end, with reference to and for the sake
of which all other things are desirable . . . is an existence exempt as far as possible
trom pain, and as rich as possible in enjoyments.” Likewise Bentham: “Now, pleas-
ure 15 in itself a good: nay, even setting aside immuonity from pain, the only good:
pain is in itself an evil; and, indeed, without exception, the only evil; or else the
words good and evil have no meaning, And this is alike true of every sort of pain,
and of every sort of pleasure’ (1970, 100). Bentham sometimes claimed his erhical
hedonism o be true by definition; sce 1843, iil. 214, vi. 257 0.
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is interesting that Mill himself decomposes this theory of life into
two constituent parts, The first of these is a claim about the value,
not of pleasure, but of happiness: “The utilitarian doctrine is, that
happiness is desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an end; all
other things being only desirable as a means to that end.” The
second 15 an analysis of the nature of happiness: ‘By happiness is
intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain,
and the privation of pleasure.” Mill’s line of thought thus appears
to be: only happiness is good in itself, happiness 1s pleasure and
the absence of pain, therefore only pleasure and the absence of
pain are good in themselves. If we assume that Mill simply iden-
rifies happiness and well-being, then he derives ethical hedonism
as a conclusion from two premisses: welfarism plus a hedonistic
theory of welfare.

The equation of well-being with happiness is implicit in the
utilitarian tradition—too implicit to count as a developed theory
about the nature of welfare.” Instead, it is an assumed conceptual
identity: for the utilitarians the two notions were indistinguish-
able. When this identity is kept in mind, counterparts to the two
steps in Mill’s derivation of ethical hedonism can readily be found
in both Bentham and Sidgwick. Consider frst their welfarism.
Bentham has the following to say about the nature of ethics:

As to the end or object of it, if by this be meant the most general end,
for this most general end or object it has or ought to have the same end
or object which not only every branch of art or science has, but every
human thoughr as well as every human action has—and not only has but
ought to have: [namely,] the giving encrease in some shape or other to
man's well-being—say in one word the sum of human happiness.”

" Mill 1960, 234. Note that the passage on p, 210 also begins with a claim
abour the value of happiness.

8 Thid. 210,

* Mill nearly always prefers to speak of happiness or utility, as he does through-
out Mill 1969, However, he sometimes switches to ralk of well-being; sce, for
instance, Mill 1977, ch, 3. Sidgwick defines egoism in terms of happiness, as
opposed to good or well-being, because of its relative freedom from perfectionist
overtones (see Sidgwick 1962, ch. 7} it is clear that he is secking a purely welfarist
notion. Bentham sometimes uses well-being and happiness interchangeably (see, for
instance, Bentham 19836, 124-5). Where he distinguishes them {Bentham 1983h,
130, 135), he treats the former as pointing to an individual’s nee balance of
pleasure over pain, while the latter suggests a run of pleasures of an unusually high
degree. Sec also Bentham 19834, 17980 n.

* Bentham 1983k, 124~5. Cf. Bentham's definivion of endaimonics: ‘the art,
which has for the object of its endeavours, o coneribure in some way or other to
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Whereas it probably never occurred to Bentham that ethics could
have to do with anything other than happiness or well-being, for
Sidgwick this was a substantive view in need of argument. This
argument he attempted to provide in the chapter of his Methods
of Ethics entitled ‘Ultimate Good’.” Whether the case he there
makes in defence of welfarism is successful is not our present
concern, but we should note his conception-of the project. Sidgwick
begins the chapter by affirming the priority of the good: ‘the prac-
tical determination of Right Conduct depends on the determina-
tion of Ultimate Good.’" His next step is to narrow the list of
contenders down to goods which include states of consciousness,
He then continues: *If then Ulrimate Good can only be conceived
as Desirable Consciousness . .. are we to identify this notion with
Happiness or Pleasure, and say with the Utilitarians that General
Good is general happiness?''" As Sidgwick conceives it, the contest
at this point is berween happiness on the one hand and various
(subjective) perfectionist goods, such as knowledge and freedom,
on the other. The arguments he then goes on to advance on the
side of happiness constitute his case in favour of welfarism and
against perfectionism.

That Bentham and Sidgwick both held hedonistic theories about
the nature of welfare/happiness is so obvious as to be scarcely
worth documenting. Bentham tells us that happiness consists of
‘enjoyment of pleasures, security from pains’,'” and elsewhere offers
a similar account of well-being as ‘enjoyment of the several distin-
guishable pleasures and exemption from the several distinguish-
able pains’." For his part, the assumption of a hedonistic account
of happiness structures Sidgwick’s handling of the substantive is-
sue between welfarism and perfectionism. What distinguishes hap-
piness from the competing perfectionist goods, for Sidgwick, is the

the attainment of well-being, and the scierce in virue of which, in so far as it is
possessed by him, a man knows in what manner he is to conduct himself in order
to exercise that art with effect’ (19834, 1709-8c). There is a striking resemblance
hetwesn these Passages and Mill's views on the re|atiu::|5;hi]:r between art and sci-
ence, and on the ultimare end of the *art of life'; see Mill 1974, 949-52.

! Sidgwick 196z, Book 1IN, ch, 14, " Thid. 391. " Thid. 398.

" Bentham 1970, 74; cf. Ta52—4, 1ii. 308, The empiricist reduction of happiness
to pleasure can be eraced back at least as far as Locke (1975, Book II, ch. a1,
5. 42

Y Bentham 19835, 12%; cf. 19834, 17980 n. For a reduction of interest to
pleasure and pain, see 1970, 12; 1952—4, i. 207.
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fact that it includes no reference to states of the world external to
the subject, since it consists entirely in the having of agreeable feel-
ings, i.e. pleasures.”

All of this may seem so much belabouring of the obvious. Surely,
it will be said, everyone knows that the classical utilitarians were
hedonists both in their theory of the good and in their theory of
welfare. There is, however, some point to distinguishing the two
steps which seem to have led them to their ethical hedonism. The
line of thought shared by Bentham, Mill, and Sidgwick yields
ethical hedonism (pleasure is the only good) out of welfarism (well-
being is the only good) and a view about the nature of welfare
(well-being is reducible to pleasure). The exercise of distinguishing
these two premisses therefore offers the intriguing possibility that,
for all their talk about pleasure and pain, what the utilitarians
thought ultimately valuable was happiness or well-being. Pleasure
and pain came into the picture only because they were believed
to be implicated in the nature of well-being. If this hypothesis is
correct, then the classical utilitarians were primarily welfarists and
only secondarily hedonists.

However this may be, what is important for our present pur-
poses is that the utilitarians all shared the view that welfare con-
sists in happiness and that happiness consists in pleasure and the
absence of pain." In order to round out an account of their theory
of welfare, it remains to ask only what they meant by pleasure and
pain. Different conceptions of pleasure and pain—different ac-
counts of their nature—will generate different versions of a hedon-
istic theory. Whether a particular version is a mental state theory
will depend on whether it conceives pleasure and pain simply as
states of mind, with no reference to any states of the world.

A mental state conception is certainly the dominant theme run-
ning through the utilitarian tradition. However, the story is shightly
complicated by the fact that the classical theorists offered two
alternative models of pleasure and pain, one of which appeals to
the internal qualities of these feelings while the other invokes their
external relations. On both models pleasures and pains each con-
stitute a class of distinctive feelings or experiences whose common
properties can be identified by introspection. The internalist account

" Bee Sidgwick 1962, 92, 95, 308 {f.
" Both views still have their defenders; see, for instance, Edwards rg-g.
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was inherited by Bentham from his immediate predecessors, Hume
and Hartley. For Hume pleasures and pains constituted an im-
portant category of impressions, along with sense impressions,
while Hartley considered them to be one class of ‘internal feel-
ings”.'* In Bentham this basic idea was developed into an elaborate
architectonic which began by dividing mental operations into two
categories: intellectual (perception, imagination, judgement, etc.)
and sensitive (feeling, desire, will, etc.). The basic ingredients for
both sorts of operations are what Bentham called experiences or
perceptions; in the former case sense impressions, in the latter
sensations of pleasure and pain. In each case the perceptions in
question are foundational within their domain: all operations are
reducible ro them, while they admit of no similar reduction. For
this reason Bentham regarded sense impressions on the one hand,
and pleasurable and painful sensations on the other, as the only
classes of real psychological entities.

For Bentham the status of sensations as fundamental real en-
tities precluded any further analysis of their nature, While there is
little question that he thought of particular pleasures and pains as
discrete mental states or events, he could offer no account of the
difference between them, taken collectively, and sense impressions,
In his view pleasure and pain are each sus generis, readily discrimin-
able in our experience from other perceptions, and from one an-
other, but susceptible of no (non-ostensive) definition.'” Bentham’s
inability to provide a reductive account of the nature of pleasure
and pain should leave us in no doubt, however, concerning the
range of phenomena which he wished to include in these categ-
ories. It is abundantly clear that he thoughr of pleasure, for
instance, as embracing not merely bodily pleasures but all forms
of gratification, enjoyment, satisfaction, fulfilment, and the like."
These various forms of experience differ in their sources or causes—
that in which the pleasure is taken. What they have in common,
in virtue of which they all count as pleasures, is their positive feel-
Ing tone: an intrinsic, unanalysable quality of pleasantness which
is present to a greater or lesser degree in all of them.” It is this

" See Hume 1978, Book IT, Parc 1, 5. 1; Hartley 1749, Parr I, z.

" Cf. Locke 1975, Book 11, ch. 2o, s 1.

" For Bentham's catalogue of the various kinds of pleasures {and pains), see
raro, ch. 4, and A Table of the Springs of Action in 1983b,

" Cf. Bentham’'s remark thar pleasure and pain are ‘names of homogeneons real
entities” (1970, §3 n.).
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quality whose intensity supplies one of the two core ingredients
(along with duration) in Bentham’s celebrated technique for quan-
tifying pleasures.”” The class of pains, heterogeneous in their sources
or objects, would likewise be picked our on the basis of their dis-
tinctive negative feeling tone. Pleasures differ from pains, on this
view, simply by virtue of feeling pleasant or agreeable rather than
unpleasant or disagreeable.

Bentham’s identification of pleasure and pain in terms of their
purely phenomenal properties was echoed by his utilitarian succes-
sors. In his Analysis of the Phenomena of the Human Mind James
Mill used the term ‘sensation’ to cover roughly whar Bentham
called perceptions or experiences. He then introduced pleasure
and pain in the following passage:

Some sensations, probably the greater number, are what we call indiffer-
ent. They are not considered as either painful, or pleasurable. There are
sensations, however, and of frequent recurrence, some of which are pain-
tul, some pleasurable, The difference is, that which is felt. A man knows
it, by feeling it; and that is the whole account of the phenomenon.”

When John Stuart Mill came to edit the second edition of this
work, he appended to it quite substantial notes in which he carried
on a running commentary on his father’s views, often registering
dissent from them. Where the account of pleasure and pain was
concerned, however, he found little to correct:

In the case of many pleasurable or painful sensations, it is open o ques-
tion whether the pleasure or pain, especially the pleasure, is not some-
thing added to the sensation, and capable of being detached from i,
rather than merely a particular aspect or quality of the sensation. , . .
However this may be, the pleasure or pain attending a sensation is. . .
capable of being mentally abstracted from the sensation, or, in other words,
capable of being attended to by itself.™

The theme surfaces again in Sidgwick, who treats pleasures as a
class of feelings ‘so called because they have a common property
of pleasantness’.”

This internalist view, however, is only part of the official story

" Ibid., ch. 4; cf. Goldworth 1979.

HOMill 1869, i 184; cof. 190 ff, 363 . = 1hid, 185 .

H Sidgwick 1962, 94. Sidgwick draws the conclusion thar all pleasures must
therefore be commensurable in terms of their pleasantness, and all pains in rerms
of their painfulness {Tz23 ff.}.
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for the urtilitarians. A different model of pleasure and pain can
also be traced back at least as far as James Mill. The passage
quoted above, in which Mill attempts to characterize the class of
pleasurable and painful sensations, continues as follows:

I have one sensation, and then another, and then another. The first 15 of
such a kind, that I care not whether it 1s long or short; the second is of
such a kind that I would put an end to it mstantly if 1 could; the third
is of such a kind, that I like it prolonged. To distinguish these feelings,
[ give them names, [ call the first Indifferent; the second, Painful; the
third, Pleasurable; very often, for shortness, T call che second, Pain, the
third, Pleasure.™

On this view, what all pleasures share is not a homogeneous feel-
ing tone but the fact that they are experiences which we like, or
enjoy, or seek, ar wish to prolong for their own sake—in short,
the fact that they are objects of some positive artitude on our part.
Likewise, experiences are classified as painful by virtue of provok-
ing a negative, aversive response. This externalist account, unlike
the uniform sensation maodel, is capable of recognizing that the
great variety of experiences which we find pleasant or agreeable
may be heterogeneous, not only in their sources or causes, but also
in the way they feel. Pleasures may have nothing in commeon save
the fact that we like them, pains nothing but the (external) prop-
erty of being disliked.

The younger Mill appears to have presupposed some such model
in his well-known emphasis on distinctions of quality among pleas-
ures. Having appealed to the verdict of ‘competent judges’ to deter-
mine degrees of quality, Mill continues:

And there needs be the less hesitation to accept this judgement respecting
the quality of pleasures, since there is no other tribunal to be referred o
even on the question of quantity, What means are there of derermining
which is the acutest of two pains, or the intensest of two pleasurable
sensations, except the general suffrage of those who are familiar with
both? MNeither pains nor pleasures are homogencous, and pain is always
heterogencous with pleasure.”’

* Bentham gives occasional hints of such an account, as when he says rhat
‘Pains and pleasures may be called by one general word, interesting perceptions
{1972, 42}, and when he distingeishes pleasures and pains from sensations which
arc ‘indifferent’ {tlg3, vi. 217).

oMl 1969, 414,
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However, it was Sidgwick who provided the best statement of the
alternarive view:

Shall we then say that there is a measurable quality of feeling expressed
by the word ‘pleasure,” which is independent of its relation to volition,
and strictly undefinable from its simplicity?>—like the quality of feeling
expressed by ‘sweet,” of which also we are conscious in varying degrees
of intensity. This seems to be the view of some writers: burt, for my own
part, when I reflect on the notion of pleasure,~—using the term in the
comprehensive sense I have adopted, to include the most refined and
subtle intellectual and emortional gratifications, no less than the coarser
and more definite sensual enjoyments,—the only common quality that 1
can find in the feelings so designated seems to be thar relation to desire
and volition expressed by the general term *desirable’. . . . 1 propose there-
fore to dehne Pleasure . . . as a feeling which, when experienced by intel-
ligent beings, is at least implicitly apprehended as desirable or—in cases
of comparison—preferable.™

For some purposes it would be worth pursuing the differences
between these two views of the nature of pleasure and pain—the
internalist sensation model with its emphasis on a homogeneous
[positive or negative) feeling tone and the externalist attitide model
with its reliance on a uniform (positive or negative) reaction. (We
will pursue these differences below, in section 4.3.) However, for
the moment whar they have in common is more important to us.
On both views pleasures and pains are experiences which can be
identified as such on the basis of some introspectible feature,
whether this is an internal quality (the way they feel) or an exter-
nal relation (the fact of being liked or disliked). On both views,
therefore, pleasures and pains are purely mental states.

A mental state analysis of pleasure and pain is the final compon-
ent in the theory of welfare shared by the classical utilitarians. As
is now evident, this theory was the product of three distinct theses:
(1) welfare is identical to happiness, {2} happiness consists of pleas-
ure and the absence of pain, and (3} pleasures and pains are each
a class of introspectively discriminable experiences. Any hedonistic

* Sidgwick 196z, 127; of. 1371: ‘Ler, then, pleasure be defined as feeling which
the sentient individual at che oime of tecling it implicitly or explicicly apprehends
to be desirable;—desirable, that is, when considered merely as feeling, and not in
respect of its objective conditions or consequences, or of any facts thar come
directly within the cognisance and judgment of others besides the sentent indi-
vidual.” For the breadth of Sidgwick’s notion of pleasure, see also pp. 93, 402



92 Hedonism

analysis of welfare will need to endorse some version or other of
(1) and (z). It is the third thesis which is the characteristic marker
of the classical view, and which ensures that it 15 a mental state
theory of welfare. Our next question is whether any such theory
can be descriptively adequate.

4.2 PROBLEMS WITH THE CLASSICAL VIEW

Classical hedonism vields a mental state theory about the nature
of welfare because it treats pleasure and pain as distinctive states
of mind. The resulting theory tells us that our lives are going well
when we are having pleasurable feelings and badly when we are
having painful ones, that you are better off than me if you are
having more of the former or fewer of the latter, that something
benefits me when it causes the former and harms me when it
causes the latter, and so on.

The two strongest objections to an account of this sort have
been nicely summarized by James Griffin®” The first is directed
against the sensation model. Griffin argues that there is no positive
quality of feeling such that having more of it invariably makes us
better off, and no negative quality such that having more of that
must make us worse off. He gives the example of Freud who,
when terminally ill, refused all drugs except aspirin, preferring to
think in torment rather than not ro be able to think clearly. As
Griffin asks, ‘can we find a single feeling or mental state present
in both of Freud's options in virtue of which he ranked them as
he did?**® On Bentham's version of the classical view, Freud seems
plainly to have chosen the option which was worse for him. But
that is a judgement few of us would join in making, and one
which he himself would presumably have rejected. Less dramaric
instances occur in our ordinary lives whenever we choose between
heterogeneous activities or pursuits. There is a recognizable feeling
tone to sexual arousal which is quite different from the relief of
finally completing a long-standing task or the tranquillity of a
walk in the woods. If these are your options for the next hour,
vou might have a decided preference for one over the others {on
purely prudential grounds). But it would be difficult for you to

“ Grithn 1986, ch. 1. “* Thad, 8.
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locate any particular felt quality, common to all three experiences,
which you are thereby aiming to maximize. :

Of the classical urtilitarians, Bentham was the most clearly com-
mitted to the homogeneity of all pleasures, and all pains. Consid-
ered as part of a theory of welfare, however, this simple model of
pleasure and pain has an ironic implication. The great advantage
of a subjective theory is that it makes well-being responsive to an
individual’s own schedule of concerns. Suppose, then, that all
pleasures do share some uniform positive feeling tone, which can
he present to a greater or lesser degree. A hedonistic theory will
imply that the best choice for you is always the one which maxi-
mizes your personal share of this feeling. But what if this does not
match your own ranking of the available options? What if, like
Freud, vou prefer (on prudential grounds) an alternative with a
lower hedonic payoff? The theory is then committed to disregard-
ing your own priorities in determining what is best for you. But
any resule of this sort violates at least the spirit, and probably also
the letter, of a subjective theory.

A theory which stipulates that welfare consists in some distine-
tive feeling, regardless of the place which this feeling is actually
assigned in the lives of reflective subjects, is only doubtfully sub-
jective, Its closest kin are those objective theories which find the
sources of well-being to consist in such personal goods as know-
ledge or autonomy or self-realization, regardless of the extent
to which individuals seek or value them. What makes a theory of
welfare subjective is not what it counts as welfare sources (and
therefore not whether these are themselves subjective), but the role
it assigns to the subject’s concerns in identifying those sources., An
objective account does not become more plausible when pleasure,
understood as a homogeneous sensation, comes to be substituted
for the more common list of perfectionist goods.

As we have seen, however, not all of the unlitarians accepred
Bentham’s assumption of the homogeneity of all pleasures (and
pains). The attitude model is quite capable of acknowledging that
the mental states we call pleasures are a mixed bag as far as their
phenomenal properties are concerned. What these states have in
common is not something about them—their peculiar feeling tone,
or whatever—but something about us—the fact that we like them,
enjoy them, value them, find them satisfying, seek them, wish to
prolong them, and so on, Griffin’s first objection to hedonistic
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theories is therefore not decisive. As long as pleasures are thought
of as introspectively discriminable feelings, a hedonistic theory of
welfare will necessarily be a mental state theory. But it need not
presuppose the homogeneity of all such feelings. When confronted
with the case of Freud, the hedomst can say that he chose the
option which, despite the greater suffering involved, he found on
balance to be the more satisfying or fulfilling. And that seems
roughly right.”

Against this form of hedonism, however, Griffin brings a second
objection:

The trouble wiath this eclectic account 1s that we do scem to desire things
other than states of mind, even independently of the states of mind they
produce, . . .1 prefer, in important areas of my life, bitter truth to com-
fortable delusion, Even if I were surrounded by consummate actors able
to give me sweet simulacra of love and affection, | should prefer the
relatively bitter diet of their authentic reactions. And [ should prefer it not
because it would be morally better, or aesthetically better, or more noble,
but because it would make for a better life for me to live”

Robert Nozick has made a similar point by means of a science-
fiction hypothesis of a machine capable of synthesizing any experi-
ences we wish, including the belief that they are real and not merely
synthetic:

Superduper neuropsychologists could stimulate your brain so that vou
would think and feel you were writing a great novel, or making a friend,
or reading an interesting book. All the time you would be floating in a
tank, with electrodes attached to your brain, Should you plug into this
machine for life, preprogramming your life’s experiences?”

Why not, asks Nozick, if all that matters to us is how our lives
feel from the inside?

As striking as Nozick’s thought experiment is, it is not clear just
what lesson we should draw from it. For one thing, as soon as we
start to think realistically about the scenario he sketches then the
decision not to plug in quickly seems overdetermined. Once you

* Grithn says that in Sidgwick’s account desivre unifies the several mental srates
which count as pleasures (ibid. g). This sets up the transition 1o his own desire
theory, once the reference to the states themselves is discarded as redundant, But
it is at least as plausible to point ro the fact thar they are all liked or enjoyed or
found fulflling. This is not the same as saying that they are desiced—aw contraire,
it identifies the most obvious reason for desiring them,

& Thid. ! Nozick 1974, 427 cf. 1989, 1o4-8.
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have signed on and are floating in the tank you have relinguished
all control over how things subsequently go for you; you are in no
position to change your mind or demand a refund if the goods are
not as promised. We immediately begin to imagine the many ways
in which things could go horribly wrong. How do we keep our
bodies from atrophying from disuse? How do we know that the
technology is foolproof? What happens if there is a power failure?
Suppose the operators of the machine are really sadistic thrill-
seekers, or the premises are overrun by fundamentalist zealots?
In order to isolate the philosophical point which the experience
machine is meant to illustrate, we have to control for boundary
conditions by supposing that all these risks have somehow been
neutralized. But this is very difficult to do, since we know that in
real life we cannot eliminate all possible malfunctions and screw-
ups. For the thought experiment to yield any results at all we must
therefore imagine ourselves in a world quite alien to our own—
and who knows what we would choose in a world like that?
We get to Nozick’s philosophical point more readily by hypo-
thesizing less grand illusions, ones which could be visited from
time to time without any commitment to taking up permanent
residence. Virtual reality, if it could be made convincing enough,
might someday offer us the appropriate sort of temporary escapism.
For now, we are dependent on fictional examples: the machine-
induced vacation fantasies in Paul Verhoeven’s film Total Recall
(which were also subject to malfunction) or the holodeck in Star
Trek: The Next Generation. We can more easily imagine having
these ‘experience machines’ available to us, since they are extrapo-
lations of technologies currently on offer (movies, television, video
games). Because they seem much less risky than Nozick’s machine,
we can also imagine indulging in them now and again. Suppose you
spend a couple of hours some evening wired into a virtual reality
console, enjoying the machine-induced experience of exploring a
cave in British Columbia or spending an evening with Leonard
Cohen. Is this such a bad way to pass your time? Is it worse than
watching two hours of Mission Impossible reruns, which you could
never mistake for reality? Is reality always better for us, as such,
than illusion? It seems excessively austere to say so. But then how
are our lives supposed to go worse (intrinsically, rather than cir-

cumstantially) if we sometimes choose to plug into experience
machines?
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Nozick asks what matters to us besides the introspectible features
of our experiences and answers that we also want to do certain
things and be a certain sort of person. This takes us back to Griffin’s
point: we care about states of the world as well as our own states
of mind. Offered a choice between bitter truth and comfortable
delusion, at least sometimes we will opt for truth. Not all the
time—that would be too strong a claim. When we find reality
hard enough to face, then the comfort afforded by the appropriate
delusion may be irresistible. There is, of course, an epistemic prob-
lem here: a delusion has no power to comfort unless it is accepted
as real, in which case how can we be said to prefer it as a delusion?
After all, the problem is that from the inside delusion and reality
may be indistinguishable. However, we do often have an inkling
that our carefully safeguarded belief structure is fragile and collude
In protecting it against damaging counterevidence; deception shades
into self-deception. Furthermore, like Griffin, we can express a
standing preference, one way or the other, about specified areas of
our lives: ‘I don’t want to know’, ‘I would like to be told’.

Our attitudes toward delusion, deception, and fantasy are more
complex and ambiguous than the experience machine story allows
for. However, we will surely agree with Griffin in preferring real-
ity to illusion over some key sectors of our lives. And we will
agree that, in those sectors, being in touch with reality makes for
a better life. Since there are many ways in which a life may have
value, the question remains open whether, when we get the truth
we seek, our lives are prudentially better. Griffin claims that he
prefers truth to delusion ‘not because it would be morally berter,
or aesthetically better, or more noble, but because it would make for
a better life for me to live’. Bur a life of greater moral or aestheric
or perfectionist value is also, in that respect, a better life for him
to live, so we have not yet succeeded in isolating the prudential
question. Nor can we easily discount the influence of these other
ideals. Could our judgement not sometimes be that a life filled
with illusion or deception, while it may be going very nicely for
its subject, is none the less unworthy of a human being? If so, then
the lesson of the experience machine may be, not that mental state
theories are deficient as accounts of the nature of welfare, but that
welfare tracks only one dimension of the value of a life.

The internal conflicts possible in this territory are nicely illus-
trated by an episode in Asta’s Book, a mystery novel by Ruth
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Rendell/Barbara Vine. The central character, Asta, keeps a diary.
She has received a letter informing her that her son has been killed
in the war and reassuring her that he died quickly, without pain.
She records the comfort she has derived from this reassurance:
“You can bear your children dying. What is unbearable is to think
of them suffering, to think of that particular person, the child you
carried, bleeding and in agony." Later, she is visited by the ser-
geant who found her son on the battlefield and carried him back
to the lines, and who knows the true circumstances of his death.
She writes of that encounter: ‘1 would have given ten years of my
life to have been able not to ask. But bargains like that can’t be
made. Either you're the sort of person who can hide from things
or else you're not. I'd rather be so unhappy I want to die, and see
the facts and look them in the face, than delude myself.” She asks
the sergeant to tell her the truth. ‘So he did. I can’t write it. |
wanted to know and I got what I thought [ wanted.”™

Asta’s resolve to face the truth can be seen as the choice of a
personal ideal—being the sort of person who does not hide from
things—even at a terrible cost to her own well-being. After all, it
is a commonplace that we care about, and are motivated by, many
considerations other than our own interest—considerations to
which we are prepared to sacrifice our interest, if necessary.
Defenders of mental state theories can try to hold the line here,
arguing that every choice of bitter truth over comforting delusion
is a case of welfare being trumped by some rival dimension of
value.” Upon reflection, however, this is difficult to accept. Asta’s
choice can equally be seen as her way of seeking closure on a
matter which cuts right to her heart, facing the truth in order to be
able to put it behind her. And that seems to bear directly on how
well her life will go, not just from any standpoint, but for ber.

If what you have accepted as an important constituent of your
well-being—your achievements, say, or the feelings of others about
you—turns out to have been an elaborate deception, you are likely
to feel hurt and betrayed. How else to explain this, except to say
that, in this area at least, what martered to you was not merely
how things seemed but how they actually were? Your reaction to
the deception certainly looks, and feels, like a reassessment, in the

* Vine 1994, 265, 273—4.
¥ This line of response to experience machine objections 15 pursued by Haslerr
1990, 91=3, and Goldsworthy 1992, 18-20,
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light of your own priorities, of how well yvour life has been going,.
And that seems to place it squarely within the domain of pruden-
rial value. Since a subjective theory must be faithful to the full
range of our concerns, and since these concerns typically extend
beyond appearance to reality, such a theory cannot make welfare
consist merely in having agreeable experiences, even of the eclectic
variety that the utilitarians were prepared to recognize.

As components of a theory of welfare, the two models of pleas-
ure and pain offered by the classical hedonists fail for the same
reason. Each of them overrides the authority of welfare subjects to
determine for themselves which goods they will choose to pursue
in their lives: the sensation model by stipulating that subjects must
always prefer more pleasurable feeling tone to less, the attitude
model by dictating that subjects must be indifferent berween ve-
ridical and illusory experiences, as long as they are equally enjoy-
able. In the end, therefore, it does not matter which model the
classical hedonists plug into their analysis of welfare. In either case
the result will fail to preserve the individual autonomy which is
the most attractive feature of a subjective theory,

Of Griffin’s two objections to the classical view, the second is
much the more telling, since it strikes against any hedonistic theory
which treats pleasure and pain simply as mental states. Any such
theary will entail that the impact on our well-being of some par-
ticular experience is entirely determined by features of the experi-
ence which are available to introspection—how it feels, how
agreeable we find it, how much we wish it to continue, or what-
ever. We may therefore track how well our lives are going just by
attending to how they seem from the inside, bracketing off all
questions of their anchoring in the external world, The lesson of
the experience machine is that any theory with this implication is
too interior and solipsistic to provide a descriptively adequate
account of the nature of welfare. Since welfare does not consist
merely of states of mind, it does not consist merely of pleasurable
states of mind, regardless of how these are characterized.

4.3 THE TRUTH IN HEDONISM

Is this then the end of hedonism as a theory of welfare? Recall that
the classical view was a compound of three ingredients: (1) the
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equation of welfare and happiness, (2) an analysis of happiness in
terms of pleasure (and the absence of pain), and (3} a mental state
account of pleasure and pain. Since no theory which abandoned
the first two components would any longer be hedonistic, the fate
of hedonism hangs on whether there is a plausible model of pleas-
ure and pain available on which they are not simply mental states.

We will come at this guestion by a rather roundabout route,
beginning with a closer look at the strengths of the classical view:
the areas of our lives in which it seems to tell more or less the
right story. Its heartland is the territory of physical pleasure and
pain—and especially the latter. One of our most secure convic-
tions about welfare is that the quality of our lives is seriously
compromised by extended episodes of physical pain or suffering.
Calling (some kinds of) suffering ‘physical’ in this way does not,
of course, commit one to thinking that pain is a merely physical,
or neurological, state. Whatever our best understanding of the
nature of pain may turn out to be, there is clearly something
essentially mental about it, Rather, it points to the fact that some
(but not all} pain or suffering has an organic basis or cause, usu-
ally (though not always) some threat to tissue integrity. In this
sense we can distinguish between pain felt as the result of bodily
disease or injury and the sutfering occasioned by, say, the loss of
a loved one or the collapse of an important project.

To fix our frame of reference, let us focus on pain that is both
intense and extended—the sort of chronic suffering associated with
such debilitating diseases as cancer or such injuries as serious
burns, Few among us would deny that the pain itself—the fact
that it hurts so much or makes us feel so bad—is enough to blight
our lives, whatever else may also be going on in our bodies. If so,
then pain of this sort is one condition which makes us worse off
directly or immediately, and not through its connections with any
other condition. It may be tempting to deny this. After all, it may
be said, physical pain is typically the subjective accompaniment of
some bodily injury which impairs functioning, and it 1s this objec-
tive impairment which is the real intrinsic evil, not the subjective
feelimg which signals it. However, sober second thought will reject
this rather austere view. It is true that a serious disease such as
cancer impairs bodily functioning, and it seems reasonable to treat
this impairment as an important part of the devastation which
cancer can wreak on us. But it is also true that cancer accompanied
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by severe and intractable pain is much worse than the organic im-
pairment alone—otherwise, why would we try to alleviate or control
the suffering of terminal patients? Furthermore, some varieties of
very intense pain are accompanied by no detectable injury what-
ever. One of these, trigeminal neuralgia or tic doulourenx, has
been described in the following way: ‘This 1s the guintessential
painful disorder, for it is marked by nothing other than sudden
bursts of searing, agonizing pain, which appear and disappear for
no apparent reason. There is no persistent alteration of sensation,
no injury, no signs of disease of any type—just pain.”™ It would
require a pretty heavy commitment to a theory to deny that this
kind of suffering makes ocur lives go badly, just in and by itself.

In the central cases of physical pain, then, it appears that at
least part of what is bad about our condition is the way it makes
us feel. Here there seem to be no problems with a purely mental
state account, no counterpart to the experience machine that could
bring us to think that we are being deceived by mere appearances.
Classical hedonism thrives on such cases, since they appear to
involve no reference beyond ourselves, no beliefs about the world
which might turn out to be mistaken. If I am suffering physical
pain then I can be quite wrong abour the organic cause of my
affliction, or even about whether it has one, without thar error
diminishing in the shghtest either the reality of my pain or its
impact on the quality of my life. Were the instance of physical
pain in every respect typical, then there would be nothing wrong
with a mental state theory of welfare.

How are we to understand the nature of something as familiar
as physical pain? Is it just a particular kind of sensation to be dis-
tinguished phenomenologically from other sensations—pleasure,
temperature, touch, taste, kinaesthesia, etc.—by the way it feels?
Is it possible to like or enjoy pain, or at least not to be averse to
it? Is ir possible to seck it, or at least not to shun ir? And if so,
then in such cases need pain be bad for us? These questions have
been sharpened recently by some very interesting data concerning
individual responses to pain. Basically, there seem to be two dif-
ferent ways of controlling or managing pain. One i1s exemplified
by analgesia, anaesthesia, and possibly also hypnosis; when these
methods are successful, the subject feels no, or at least less, pain.™

_“ Berr 1981, 44-5.
¥ See ibid., chs. 9, 10, 12, 13; Mclzack and Wall 1983, ch. 2.
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The other way is exemplified by such psychosurgical techniques as
lobotomy.™ In these cases subjects often report that, while they
still feel the pain, they no longer mind it.”” Rather more difficult
to classify are the well-known instances, such as the rrearment of
battlefield wounds, in which individuals endure, with few visible
signs of distress, what would ordinarily be agonizing pain. Reflec-
ton on these cases, and on the lobotomy patients, has led many
analysts to the conclusion that there is an emotional or attitudinal
dimension to the perception of pain, in addition to the character-
istic pain sensation itself.” It has even led some to deny that pain
is a sensation art all, giving it instead a purely attitudinal analysis,™

Phenomenologically, it seems possible to identify many of the
intrinsic properties of pains: their intensity, to be sure, but also
many features which enable us to sort pains into different kinds,
such as aches, stings, twinges, and so on.” The similarity with our
linguistic resources for characterizing, say, sensations of taste or
touch lends strong support to the idea that there is at least a
sensory dimension to pain. At the same time, it also seems possible
to distinguish between all of these properties, including intensity,
and the extent to which we mind the pain or are bothered by it
In addition to the pathological cases mentioned above, there are
quite commonplace instances of our not being averse to, or even
relishing, pain. 1 can deliberately probe a loose tooth with my
tongue and find the sharp pang which results quite delicions. In
this case I have no difficulty identifying the feeling as painful;
indeed, that seems to be part of its appeal. In other cases pain
seems to be welcomed because of its contextual meaning. I can
remember vividly the shrieking of my leg muscles after I first
completed a marathon in my younger days; since the pain was the
continuing reminder of my accomplishment, I would have felt

W Kerr 1o81, 146-9; Melzack and Wall 1983, 296.

7 The cases may be open to different interpretations; sce Trigg 1e7o, ch. 7.

* Kerr rof1, 26; Melzack and Wall 1984, 6e-71. For an extended trearment
of this issue, see Trge 1970,

* Nelkin 1988,

' See Melzack and Wall 19835, 56 [, on the vocabulary available to us for the
description of pain,

"1 The distinction is nicely illustrated in a scene in David Lean®s fAlm Lawrence
of Arabia in which Lawrence shows off his ability to extinguish a march with his
fngers, When one of his colleagues attempts the same fear, he exclaims that it hures
and asks Lawrence what the wick s, "The trick’, replies Lawrence, 'is not minding
that it hors.’
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cheated without it. The same has been said of the pain of child-
birth (though I am in no position to verify this), and has also been
advanced as part of the explanation of the stoicism of soldiers
during the treatment of wounds. For someone on the front lines,
what the pain meant was not only that he was sull alive bur also
that he would shortly be going home.

These phenomena remind us that pain is typically, though not
necessarily, accompanied by feelings of fear, anxiety, anger, indig-
nity, depression, or despair. These emotional responses, however,
are not directed to the physical sensation alone (assuming thar this
can be isolated from the whoele experience), bur also to its context,
and its meaning in that context. Physical pain generally becomes
worse, or harder to bear, when it is experienced as inevitable or
intractable, or when it 1s associated with some permanent impair-
ment or irreversible debilitanion. Contrariwise, it is easier to cope
with when we feel more in control of it {or at least that it is under
someone’s control), or when what it promises i1s healing or recov-
ery of function. The impact on a person’s life of an episode of
physical suffering cannot be abstracred from her particular history
and circumstances, nor from her outlook and expectations.

The seeming (logical and psychological) separability of pain
sensations themselves from our emotional or attitudinal responses
to them forces a choice on us when we are trying to characterize
the nature of pain. One option 1s to stick with the sensation model:
however much it may be affected by its emotional overlay, the
pain, properly speaking, is just the characteristic feeling itself." A
second possibility i1s to switch over to the artitude model and
identify pain with our aversive response, so that it consists in any
feeling, or any mental state, which we dislike for its own sake or
find intrinsically disagreeable.” If we were simply looking for the
best account of the nature of pain, and if these were the only two
available options, then there would be much to be said in favour
of the former. The attitude model can make no sense at all of the
testimony of lobotomized subjects who say that they continue to
feel pain but are no longer averse to it. More seriously, it also runs
foul of the perfectly obvious fact that pain is not the only physical

* In Gilbert Ryle’s well-known formulation, ‘a pain is a sensation of a special
sort, which we ordinarily dislike having” (Ryle 1949, 109). CF Hare 1964; 1981,
g3; Brandt 1979, 131-2.

*F See Baier 1958, 268-75; Edwards 1979; Nelkin 1986,
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feeling to which we are (normally) averse. Think for a moment
of the many physical symptoms which, when persistent, can make
our lives miserable: nausea, hiccups, sneezing, dizziness, disorien-
tation, loss of balance, itching, *pins and needles’, ‘restless legs’,
tics, twitching, fatigue, difficulty in breathing, and so on. While
none of these 15 quite the same as physical pain, we experience
each as intrinsically disagreeable. The attitude model simply oblit-
erates these categorial boundaries by treating all these states indif-
ferently as pain. While there is something intuitively right about
this approach (to which we will return), it is hopeless as a pheno-
menologically accurate picture of the narure of pain.

Before we leave this issue we should note a third option—a
hybrid which combines both models into a complex whole, This
is the line taken nowadays by many researchers into the psycho-
logy and physiology of pain. For Melzack and Wall, for instance,
pain comprises ‘those subjective experiences which have both
somatosensory and negative-affective components and that elicit
behaviour aimed at stopping the conditions that produce them'.*
However, if this account is to avoid the problem of over-breadth
then it must somehow distinguish between pain and other subjec-
tive experiences which evoke aversive responses. And how is it to
do this, except by saying that pain comprises those experiences
which feel painful, or which hurt? And isn’t that rantamount to
conceding that the sensation model was right all along in identify-
ing the pain proper by means of its purely phenomenal properties?

Reflection on these matters has led Eric Cassell to advance an
interesting, and influential, distinction between pain and suffer-
ing.* For Cassell, physical pain is merely one possible symptom of
disease or injury, whose impact is conditioned by its personal mean-
ing for the subject. Suffering, on the other hand, is a response of
the whole person, which takes into account both the subjective
experience itself (in the narrow sense) and its meaning or signifi-
cance, It follows that episodes of pain which are intrinsically in-
distinguishable (being of the same kind, having the same intensity,
and lasting for the same durartion) may cause quite different degrees
of suffering to different subjects, or to the same subject at different
times. It also follows that conditions other than pain may cause

¥ Melzack and Wall 1983, v1; of. Kerr 1981, 26. Trigg 1970 likewise empha-
sizes the doality of pain.
 Cassell 1982, 1991; for a similar distinction see Hare 19%1, 93,
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suffering. Cassell relates the case of a j5-year-old sculptor with
breast cancer whose symptoms after radiation and chemotherapy
included severe pain, but much else besides. As he observes:

we know why that woman suffered. She was housebound and bedbound,
her face was changed by steroids, she was masculinized by her treatment,
one breast was scarred, and she had almost no hair. The degree of im-
portance attached to these losses—that aspect of their personal meaning
—is determined to a great degree by cultural priorities.

With this in mind, we can also realize how much someone devoid of
physical pain, even devoid of ‘symproms,’” may suffer. People suffer from
what they have lost of themselves in relation to the world of objects,
events, and relationships.™

In Cassell’s conceptual framework, suffering results from ‘injuries
to the integrity of the person’:

If the injury is sufficient, the person suffers. The only way to learn whar
damage is sufficient to cause suffering, or whether suffering is present, is
to ask the sufferer. We all recognize certain injuries that almost invarnably
cause suffering: the death or distress of loved ones, powerlessness, help-
lessness, hopelessness, torture, the loss of a life's work, betrayal, physical
agony, isolation, homelessness, memory faillure, and tear. Each i1s both
universal and individual. Each rouches features common to all of us, vet
each contains fearures that must be dehned in terms of a speahc person
at a specific time,?’

For our purposes, Cassell’s distinction between pain and suffer-
Ing contains two very important features. For one thing, as the fore-
going passages make plain, the range of the latter notion is much
wider than that of the former. While we may (or sometimes may
not) suffer as the result of severe or chronic pain, suffering can be
brought about by any condition which we apprehend as distress-
ing. The possible sources of suffering thus extend well bevond the
organic to include disappointments and sethacks whose roots are
personal or social. Cassell extends the range of suffering by con-
fining that of pain, which is relegared to the level of physical
symprom. In effect, therefore, he accepts the view that pain is
merely a sensation while rejecting the role which the classical
hedonists assigned to it in their analysis of happiness or well-
being., That role is to be played instead by suffering.

* Cassell 1982, 642. Y Ibid. 643-4.
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We should note here that Cassell’s purpose in drawing this dis-
tinction is not metaphysical bur normative. He is interested, not in
constructing the descriptively best account of the nature of pain,
but in the question: To what should medicine be sensitive in the
treatment of patients? His answer to this question is; their suffer-
ing. This answer, and the normative validity of the pain/suffering
dichotomy, can be accepted while thinking that Cassell is mis-
taken about the nature of pain. Cassell’s substantive point is that
it is the elimination or reduction of suffering, construed as he does
in terms of the individual's aversive reaction to her conditions,
which deserves to be the central goal of medicine. We can express
this as follows: it is suffering, in Cassell’s sense, that is central to
an account of happiness and well-being (or, rather, unhappiness
and ill-being). In saying this, we need take no stand on the issue
of whether pain is really, in its narure, a mere sensation. On the
other hand, we have also found no reason for thinking that it 1s
more than this.

This brings us to the second important lesson of Cassell’s dis-
tinction. No mere sensation is capable of playing the role assigned
to pain in the classical hedonists’ account of happiness, since sen-
sations which are identical in their internal qualities may evoke
very different emotional or attitudinal responses. However, whereas
it is {logically and psychologically} possible to be indifferent to
painful sensations, or even to enjov them, this is not possible for
suffering.’” By its very nature, suffering is an experience which we
dislike or find disagreeable; but it is just this feature of aversiveness
which seems to fit suffering for the role traditionally assigned to
pain, It is plausible to say of suffering, as it 1s not of pain, that its
presence necessarily compromises our happiness, and thereby also
our well-being, Suffering seems just the sort of condition which,
in itself and apart from any further accompaniment, makes our
lives go worse.

If we retain the view that pain is just a certain kind of sensation,
identifiable as such by the way it feels, then we will have to give
up thinking that it is necessarily an intrinsic evil for us. We will
also have to give up thinking that the magnitude of the evil, when
it is such, is a strict function of the internal qualities of the sensation.

W Hare 1981, 93: ‘it would he self-contradicrory to report suffering but claim
thar one did not mind ie, and had no motive for ending or aveiding it, even ceteris
paribus.
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Instead, we must look to our artitude or reaction to the pain—the
extent to which we mind or dislike it, or experience it as unpleasant,
disagreeable, discomfiting, or distressing—in plotting its negative
impact on our lives, This affective response, in turn, will be con-
ditioned by many factors other than the sensory qualities of the
pain itself, factors which are likely to include our expectations,
hopes, fears, values, self-image, cultural upbringing, and so on. In
short: how physical pain feels to us, how much it hurts, is one
thing; how much it marters to us is another.

We began this excursion through the heartland of hedonism by
looking at what appeared to be its core case: physical pain. We
have now adjusted that initial focus by fastening on the different,
and broader, phenomenon of suffering. We are led through essen-
tially the same dialectic if we start instead with physical pleasure. The
seeking of pleasure seems a less urgent matter for most of us than
the avoidance of pain, which is why the negative side of hedenism
has always been the more convincing. However, only ascetics would
deny that bodily pleasures make some positive contribution to the
quality of our lives, whatever their relative priority in comparison
to other goods.

There is a core of physical pleasures which are the counterparts
in every respect of physical pains; they have a purely organic basis,
they are often localized in one part of the body, they can have a
quite specific duration, they vary in intensity, and we employ a
similar vocabulary for describing the way they feel. The paradigm
instances are the pleasures caused by stumuli such as scratching an
itch, being massaged, taking a hot bath, quenching a thirst, using
a recreational drug, urinating, defecating, and sexual arousal and
orgasm. What these sensations have in common, in virtue of which
we distinguish them from physical pain, is just the fact that they
feel good. When asked to characterize the peculiar feeling tone of
sensory pleasure (or pain) we find, like Bentham, that we have
little to say. You either recognize what the intense rush of sexual
release has in common with the warm glow induced by a backrub,
and what differentiates them both from backache or neuralgia, or
you do not,

The feeling tone of pleasure is one which we typically like for
its own sake. But just as we need not mind pain, we need not
welcome or enjoy physical pleasure. Too much of it can saturate
or jade us; while this may result in a more muted sensation from
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the same stimulus, it can also lead us to care less about new
episodes of undiminished intensity. We can also find the experi-
ence of embodiment occasioned by physical pleasure uncomfort-
able or unsettling; we can even regard the accompanying organic
functions as vulgar or unclean. The ascetic is the opposite of the
masochist: instead of enjoying pain, he shuns and rejects pleasure.
(uite apart from the pathological case, the extent to which we
prize pleasure itself, considered as an isolated sensation, will be
partly a function of its emotional context: an orgasm induced by
masturbation may actually be more intense and focused than one
with a long-term romantic partner, but that is not to say that it
is preferable. (There is more to sex than the physical sensations it
engenders.) Besides its strictly phenomenal properties, a sensory
pleasure can have a meaning or significance which profoundly
affects our artitude toward it, and its attractiveness for us. There
15 no linear dose-response relationship for pleasures, just as there
is none for pains.

It is our ability to distinguish physical pleasures from our emo-
tional responses to them which forces a choice between the two
models of the nature of pleasure: shall we identify it with the
sensation itself or with our attitude of liking or enjoyment? There
is more to be said for the latter option in the case of pleasure than
in that of pain, which is why most philosophers have abandoned
the view that pleasure is a particular kind of sensation, identified
by its peculiar feeling tone, in favour of an account according to
which it is any experience liked or enjoyed for its own sake.*
What chiefly explains this tendency is the fact that our vernacular
notion of pleasure covers a broader range of experiences than our
notion of pain. While it is commonplace to speak of the pleasure
of listening to music or reading, where no particular physical sen-
satlon 15 in question, we strain to extend the notion of pain to all
disagreeable experiences.

All things considered, however, the attitude model is not much
more satisfactory for pleasure than for pain. For one thing, it con-
ceals the important differences between the special case of physical
pleasures and all other sources of enjoyment or satsfaction.
Whereas the former are liked just for their phenomenal qualities,

¥ See, for insrance, Ryle 1949, 107—9; 1954, ch. 4; Gosling 1969, chs. 3 and
1oy Edwards 1oyg; Nozick 1080, 103-4.
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the latter depend on our atritcudes toward states of the world. The
difference is between responding positively to the intrinsic pleas-
urableness of an experience and finding the experience pleasant
because you atrach a prior value to its object {walking with your
lover, warching horror movies, or whatever). In the one case you
like it because it feels good; in the other it feels good because you
like it. By labelling all enjoyable experiences indiscriminately as
pleasures the attitude model erases this boundary between the
intrinsically and extrinsically pleasant. In so doing, it loses sight of
the features peculiar to strictly physical pleasures; indeed, it is in
danger of forgetting that there are such things. {This amnesia may
not be accidental; most analytic philosophers preter not ro dwell
on (or in?) the body.) On top of this, the attitude model can make
no sense of being indifferent, or even averse, to a physical pleasure.
But this phenomenon seems not only a logical and psychological
possibility, but a common occurrence,

If we are seeking the model of pleasure which best fits our
ordinary experience, then we will probably do best to fly in the
tace of current philosophical fashion by adopting rhe sensation
model and restricting it to the core cases of physical pleasures.
This opens up the possibility of drawing a distinction between
pleasure and enjoyment, which will parallel Cassell’s distinction
between pain and suffering. Like suffering, enjoyment will consist
in a response to a situation as a whole, to which a subject brings
her entire hierarchy of values and concerns. Pleasure, in the strict
sense, then becomes one thing among others which we are capable
of enjoying {though we need not), the difference being that in this
case the object of our enjoyment is just a particular kind of teel-
ing. The sources of enjoyment available to us will extend well
beyond such feelings, so as to include the objective conditions of
our lives.

If we distinguish in this way between pleasure and enjoyment,
then it quickly becomes clear that what martters for our well-being
is the latter rather than the former. Just as suffering seems the sort
of thing which makes our lives go worse, enjoyment seems the sort
of thing which makes them go better, just in itself and apart from
any extrinsic connections. While the sensation model tells the right
story about the nature of both pleasure and pain, what it shows
us is that these phenomena have no privileged place in an account of
happiness or welfare. (They are sources of well-being, or ill-being,
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not ingredients in its nature.) On the other hand, while the attitude
model tells the wrong story about pleasure and pain, the phenomena
to which it properly applies—enjoyment and suffering—seem much
more appropriate candidates for this role.

Consider now the question raised at the beginning of this sec-
tion. Can hedonism be reconstituted so as to be no longer a mental
state theory of welfare? Do we have a conception of pleasure and
pain available to us on which they are not merely mental states?
The straightforward answers to these questions now appear to
be negative. On the descriptively most adequate account of the
nature of pleasure and pain they are {classes of} sensations, and
sensations are paradigmatic mental states. However, this answer is
both overly simple and overly negative. To see why, let us return
briefly to the classical hedonists.

In entertaining both models of the nature of pleasure and pain,
the utilitarians never intended them to apply solely to the core
physical cases. They construed pleasure broadly so as to compre-
hend all kinds of enjoyment, gratification, reward, sarisfaction,
fulfilment, etc., and pain likewise to include every variety of suf-
fering, distress, discomfort, discontent, and the like. They differed
in their analysis of this diverse range of phenomena. Bentham
believed thar the sensation model could be generalized from the
cases of physical pleasure and pain so as to fit all these experi-
ences; in every case, he held, we can find an agreeable or disagree-
able sensation whose purely phenomenal gualities will provide an
index of the (positive or negative) impact of the experience on our
happiness. In this, as we now think, he was mistaken. In favouring
the attitude model, on the other hand, Sidgwick and J. S. Mill had
a much more promising account of the phenomena, and thus of
what matters for our well-being, but they packaged it in a mis-
leading way by continuing to use the labels ‘pleasure’ and ‘pain’.
What they called pleasure and pain we now prefer to call enjoy-
ment and suffering. Perhaps this is a reason for abandoning the
label *hedonism’, so as to avoid the unfortunate association with
(physical) pleasure and pain. But it is not by itself a reason for
abandoning the kind of theory which the classical theorists were
struggling to articulate.

So far, then, it looks as though it might be possible to rebuild
hedonism (or neo-hedonism, or quasi-hedonism) around the no-
tions of enjoyment and suffering. However, we still lack a solution
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to the most serious difficulty threatening any such enterprise—the
problem of solipsism. On the attitude model, as the urlitarians
interpreted it, enjoyment and suffering are still mental states. Or
are they? What is odd here is that both of the utilitanans® official
stories about pleasure/enjoyment seem inadequate to their own
implicit understanding of ir. Besides the dominant mental state
theme it is possible to discern a quite different mouf. J. 5. Mill, for
one, would have rejected the idea of a life spent passively plugged
into an experience machine just as scornfully as Nozick or Griffin,
The mode of living which Mill consistently commended for hu-
man beings was one which develops their powers and exercises
their capacities—above all, their intellectual powers and capaci-
ties.” When Mill spoke of pleasures, therefore, especially ‘higher’
pleasures, what he chiefly had in mind was the enjoyment of cer-
tain kinds of activities or pursuits.’' Any such pleasure he seemed
to think of as a complex whole consisting of the activity in ques-
tion plus the agent’s enjoyment of it."* He was not referring to a
mental state which was detachable from its accompanying activity
and which could therefore, at least in principle, be induced by
artificial means in the absence of thar acrivity. (It never seems ro
have occurred to him that the experience might be synthesized
without its usual source; thus does the advance of technology
influence the philosophical agenda.) At this working level, there-
fore, Mill's views about happiness {and welfare) are not vulner-
able to the charge of solipsism. The problem is that neither he nor
any of the other classical theorists ever seems to have developed
a theory of the nature of pleasure/enjoyment which was adequate
to their own understanding of it, and their view of its place in our
lives.

Since pleasure and pain (strictly speaking) are best construed as
sensations, they are best construed as mental states. However, it
is not clear that the same is true of enjoyment and suffering. Both
notions require intentional objects for their completion: one en-
joys, or suffers from, this condiion or that. These objects certainly

W See Mill 1977, ch. 3.

! This point is stressed in Brank 1992, 72 ff. Brink draws the conclusion thar
Mill's conceprion of happiness 15 thercfore objective rather than subjective. Thus,
however, does not follow: the enjoyment of the activity is still a necessary condi-
tion of its prudential value.

“ This interpreration is offered by Donner (1991, 67 ff.) who, however, contin-
ues 1o trear Mill's theory of welfare as a mental state account.
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include (though they are not confined to) states of the world. One
option available to the hedonist, which seems to have been implicitly
taken up by Mill, is to read enjoyment and suffering extensionally,
so that I am not enjoying, or suffering from, some intentional
object unless that object actually exists. On this interpretation, in
order to be enjoying a game of tennis | must actually be playing
tennis {and not floating in a tank), and in order to be suffering
from the loss of my job 1 must actually have lost my job. Con-
strued extensionally in this way, enjoyment and suffering are no
longer merely mental states; instead, they are complexes consisting
of mental states plus their objects (which will usually, though not
always, be states of the world). The same play is available in the
notion of experience, which also need not be read purely inten-
tionally. We can say that I have not had experience of Rome until
[ have been ro Rome; the mere illusion of having gone there will
not suffice.

If a suitably extensional interpretation of enjoyment and suf-
fering could be developed, and if it were incorporated into the
hedonist’s framework, the resulting theory of welfare might be
immune to experience machine objections. On the other hand, it
might also be too immune, having committed itself to the view
that an experience has prudential value only when it is reality-
based. That conclusion, as we saw earlier, seems objectionably
puritanical—surely a good fantasy can contribute something to
a life. In any case, subjectivists should want to leave room for in-
dividuals to work out their own rates of substitution berween il-
lusion and reality. Mill’s option, therefore, may be too simple and
extreme. However, it i1s not inconceivable that some other theory
working with the materials of enjoyment and suffering might do
better at fending off the traditional counterarguments. If so, then
the hedonistic project, or something recognizably similar to it,
cannot be entirely discounted at this stage of the inquiry, What
can be discounted is only the classical version of the theory which
treats enjoyment, and therefore also welfare, as a mental state (or
a collection of such states).

The prospect of reviving a hedonistic theory of welfare is inter-
esting for more than antiquarian reasons. The idea that welfare is
identical to, or consists in, happiness should be attractive to any
subjectivist. And a revised account of the narure of enjoyment, one
which does not reduce it to a mere mental state, might make a
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(neo-thedonistic account of happiness more appealing. Addition-
ally, there are important lessons to be learned from hedonism,
insights which are embodied in even the classical form of the
theory and which must be preserved in any accounr of the narure
of welfare. For one thing, as we noted earlier, even unrevised hedo-
nism seems to tell the right story for the important cases of phys-
ical pleasure and pain. Here it is no defect to treat the sources of
our well- and ill-being as mental states, which we (typically) like
or dislike just because of the way they feel. Any successtul theory
must somehow be able to incorporate the hedonist’s trearment of
these phenomena, which are absolutely central ro our weltare.
More importantly, however, hedonism underlines a truth which
applies to all goods and ills, whether they consist merely in our
feelings or include states of the world. This truch is that nothing
can make our lives go better or worse unless it somchow affects
the quality of our experience. Whether an adequate theory of
welfare will have anything left of hedonism in it remains yet to be
seen. But whether hedonistic or not, it will have to be experiential:
it will have to connect our well-being in some way or other with
our experience of the conditions of our lives. The implications of
this lesson are best appreciated by turning attention to a form of

theory which has not fully absorbed it.
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EVERY subjective theory makes welfare depend, at least in part,
on the subject’s attitudes toward the conditions of her life. What
all attitudes share is that they are ways of being for or against
things, ways of favouring or disfavouring them. Bevond this com-
mon defining characteristic, however, attitudes divide into signifi-
cantly different categories. Hedonists seize on one such category,
which they call pleasure and pain, but welfare can also be thought
to consist of the satisfaction of wants or preferences. The generic
formula of a desire theory is that a condition or state of affairs
makes me better off by virtue of satisfying some desire on my part,
that my life is going well to the extent that I am succeeding in
getting what [ want. The role played by desire in this formula
ensures that the theory will be subjective, while the requirement
that the desire be satisfied (thus that its object actually exist or
come about) ensures that it will be a state-of-the-world theory.

Desire theories have come to dominate the welfare landscape in
this century in the way that hedonism dominated its own tme.
However, again like hedonism, these theories come in a variety of
forms, some much more promising than others. We begin with the
least plausible version of a desire—or preference—account. We
then address the theory in its strongest form.

5.1 REVEALED PREFERENCE

The account we are now going to examine is so unpromising that
some background is necessary in order to explain its popularity.
As we noted in the preceding chapter, the classical utilitarians
were ethical welfarists: they held that welfare is the only thing
valuable as an end, thus the sole foundational good for an ethical
theory. At the same time, welfare was assigned a key explanatory
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role by the utilitarian economists, the central assumption of whose
theory of demand was that in their market choices consumers seek
to maximize their own utility.' In both of these uses, of course, the
urilitarians interpreted welfare in hedonistic terms. Although this
interpretation is now firmly our of favour among philosophers, it
remained at least respectable in their circles long after it had been
decisively rejected by economists. By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury the resistance of pleasure and pain to reliable, public measure-
ment was becoming an embarrassment to those who wished to set
economics on the sure path of a science. Their remedy was to dis-
solve the association berween welfare and private experience.
At this point our story divides into two distinct but intercon-
nected narrative lines. The first is the invention and subsequent
career of ‘economic welfare’. The origins of this notion were
humble, even quaint. In the early decades of the present century,
the utilitarian economist A. C. Pigou still clung to the classical
orthodoxy that ‘the elements of welfare are states of consciousness
and, perhaps, their relations’.* However, he also shared the emerg-
ing consensus that economic science needed something rather more
quantifiable to ger its teeth into. “The one obvious instrument of
measurement available in social life is money. Hence, the range of
our inquiry becomes restricted to that part of social welfare that can
be brought directly or indirectly into relation with the measuring-
rod of money. This part of welfare may be called economic welfare.”
But if welfare is a marter of felt satisfaction how can any part
of it be brought into relation with the monetary metric? Pigou’s
answer to this question unfolded in two stages. In the first, inten-
sity of desire was accepted as a surrogate for satisfaction: how
much [ want something is an index of how satished I will be if 1
get it. Then, in the second stage, income expenditure was accepted
as a surrogate for intensity of desire: how much 1 am willing to
pay for something is an index of how much 1 want it.” When these
steps are combined we get the result that an individual’s market

' See, for instance, Jevons 1965, ro ff.; Edgeworth 1881, 15-16; Marshall 1961,
Book 1, ch. 2.

£ Pigow tg3z, 10, ¥ Iid, 171,

* Interestingly, both of Pigou's shortcuts were anticipated by Bentham. The
connection between pleasure and desire was axiomaric for both Bentham and Mill;
see, for example, Bentham 1970, ch. 1o; Mill 1969, ch. 4. In a number of places
Bentham alsoe recognized the difficultics involved in guantifying pleasure and pain,
and suggested willingness o pay as a rough surrogate (Bentham 1843, 1. 305-6,
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choices provide a measure of her economic welfare. The extra-
polation to the macro-level is then straightforward. What Pigou
called the national dividend, and what we nowadays call national
product or income, is the sum total of a society’s annual output
of goods and services expressed in terms of their monetary value,
It was this which Pigou regarded as the “objective counterpart of
economic welfare’

Just as economic welfare 1s that part of total welfare which can be brought
directly or indirectly into relation with a money measure, so the national
dividend 1s thar part of the objective income of the communiry . , . which
can be measured in money. The two concepts, economic welfare and the
national dividend, are thus co-ordinate, in such wise thar any descriprion
of the content of one of them implies a corresponding description of the
content of the other.”

We have thus been led, by a series of simple steps, from the
classical conception of the welfare of an individual to a macro-
economic measure of (one part of) the welfare of a society. Pigou
was fully aware that the assumptions behind these various steps
were at best rough approximations of the truth. Thus, where in-
dividuals are concerned, he explicitly acknowledged that economic
welfare is but one part of overall welfare, that an increase in the
part may not entaill an increase in the whole, that intensity of
desire is only a crude indicator of degree of satisfaction, and that
the budgeting of income is an index of intensity of desire at best
in the special case of market goods.” Many of his successors,
however, have been somewhat less circumspect, which brings us
to our second narrative line.

In the ‘new welfare economics’, utility, and therefore also wel-
fare, simply came to be redefined in terms of preference, as re-
vealed in choice. The abandonment of the classical conception of
utility in favour of revealed preference, and the adoption of a

iii, 2x8-30, v, §40-1, vii, 568, ix. 14-15; cf. Goldworth 1979). The same theme
was repeated by some of the r9th-cent. urilitarian economises; see Jevons 1965, 13;
Marshall 1961, Book 1, ch. 2, ss. 1-2.

! Pigou 1932, 371,

" Bentham was also alive ro the limirations of economic measures of welfare; see
Bentham 1843, i. 371 f. In parnicular, he was one of the first to acknowledge thar
money, like all other sources, makes a diminishing marginal contribution 1o well-
being (Bentham 1843, i. 305=6, iil. 2289, iv. 540-1, ix. 14—15; Goldworth 1973).
CE. Jevons 196, ch. 3; Marshall 1981, Book I, ch, 2, 5, 2.
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suitably idealized model of the market, effectively converted Pigou's
rough approximations into necessary truths, with the result that
market behaviour came to be treated not as a measure of one part
of individual welfare but as constituting the whole of it. The two
essential moves were the ones made by Pigou: intensity of desire
was first taken to be a surrogate for felt satisfaction and then
income expenditure was taken to be a surrogate for intensity of
desire, The result was the view that the contribution a thing makes
to my well-being 1s a function of the amount | am willing to pay
to get {or keep} it. For Pigou, of course, this behavioural measure
was only an indicator of well-being; he continued to believe that
in its nature welfare is a marter of felt satsfaction. But it was soon
recognized thar this residue of hedonism was utterly unnecessary,
at least for the purely explanatory theory of consumers’ behav-
iour.” All of the central results of general equilibrium theory are
derivable as long as the market choices of consumers are assumed
to manifest certain basic forms of consistency; it is not necessary
to suppose that in these choices consumers are seeking to maxi-
mize felt satisfaction, or any other experiential magnitude.”

The reconceptualization of utility in terms of revealed prefer-
ence also seemed to suit the more normative concerns of welfare
economics. Since choice is a matter of overt behaviour rather than
ineffable feeling, it was thought that under this revised conception
individual gains and losses would be suitably verifiable and quan-
tifiable. The resulting dependence of utility on individual choice
presented a formidable obstacle to comparing the utilities of differ-
ent persons. However, despite this liability, or perhaps because of
it, the new behavioural notion of utility quickly came to dominate
the formal theory of rational choice, both individual and social.

MNow at this point the conclusion could have been drawn that
the concept of welfare, on any account of its nature, is irrelevant
to economics—or at least to positive economic theory. As long as
consumers’ choices display the consistency required to generate
utility functions, who cares whar they are motivared by? The as-
sumption of egoism seems to do no useful work here.” There may

7 The evolution of modern uiility theory ar the hands of cconomists 15 outlined
in Little 1957, chs. 1—4.

* See Samuelson 1938; 1947, ch. 5: 1948,

* A weaker assumprion, that of non-tuism, may be necessary, since it ensures the
independence of utility functions. See Wicksteed 1933, 1. 179-81; Gauthier 1586, 87,
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(or may not) be interesting empirical connections between market
choices and welfare, bur the two are logically distinct.” If utility
is given a technical definition as that which is maximized in con-
sistent choice,"' then the classical utilitarian equation of utility and
welfare has been effectively abandoned. In that case it is urility
which is indispensable to demand theory, not welfare.

This is, no doubt, the conclusion that should have been drawn,
as a result of which the concept of welfare would have been
expelled altogether from positive economics.'” But that is not what
happened. Instead, the metric of individual welfare gains and losses
was retained, in locutions such as *Pareto improvement” and ‘Pareto
optimality’. These welfarist notions are, strictly speaking, unne-
cessary to the purely formal results of general equilibrium theory,
They appear instead in the interpretation of these results—for
instance, when it is said that under conditions of perfect compe-
tition no one can be made better off without someone else being
made worse off. Strictly speaking, all that *‘makes A better/worse
off' can mean here is ‘moves A to a higher/lower point in A's
preference ranking’, but the temptation to equate utility and wel-
fare is seemingly irresistible.”” By no means, therefore, has the
concept of welfare ceased to play an important rhetorical role in
positive economic theory. Its continuing presence In normative
theory, on the other hand, is attested to by the very label ‘welfare
economics’. It must be emphasized that none of the {alleged) wel-
farist results in either domain depends on any assumed empirical

"' As is suggested in Lirtle 1957, 42 ff.

" “We assume that individuals attempt to maximize utility, and define utility as
that which the individual attempts to maximize’ (Winch 1971, 23).

" Sometimes, it seems, this conclusion is being drawn, as when Paul Samuelson
tells us that ‘the consumer’s marker behavior is explained in terms of preferences,
which are in rirn defined only by behavior. The result can very easily be circular,
and in many formulations undoubtedly 1s. Often nothing more is stared than the
conclusion thar people behave as they behave, a theorem which has no empirical
implications, since it contains no hypotheses and is consistent with all conceivable
behavior, while refutable by none’ (Samuelson so47, 91-2; cf. Luce and Raiffa
1957, 52,

" [AIn individual shall be considered better off if he is in a chosen position.
This assumption relates the Paretian value judgement directly to the usility func-
non. Since we define utiliy as thar which the individual attempts to maximize, it
follows thar he will choose more rather than less wrility. An increase in his utility
can then be regarded as synonymous with his being berrer of " (Winch 1971, 13).
Of course, if one's aim is to recommend the market as a mechanism for prl:nnm'ti-ng
sacial welfare, then it is easy to see why the tempration would be irresistible.
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correlation between utility (choice) and welfare. Instead, these
results, ar least on their standard interpretation, presuppose a logical
connection between the two." But in that case economists are
(implicitly or explicitly) offering us an account of the nature of
welfare, one which takes it to be constituted by ‘preference as
revealed in choice’.

It is this theory that we wish to assess. In order to make the
theory determinate, let us assume that it takes the following form:
x makes me better off than y just in case I choose x In a market
in which v is also available. As we noted earlier in reading Pigou,
this result is reached in two steps: (1) x makes me better off than
y just in case I want x more than v, and (2) 1 want x more than
y just in case [ choose x when I could have chosen y instead. The
first step links welfare and desire, while the second links desire
and choice. Because some version or other of the first link is
common to all desire theories, we will leave it unexamined here in
order to focus on the second link, which 15 the distinctive mark of
revealed preference theories.

The basic idea behind the revealed preference approach is that
‘the individual guinea-pig, by his market behaviour, reveals his
preference pattern’.!” Are our preferences revealed by our market
choices? It seems clear that they are not revealed only by our
income expenditures. Even if preference is infallibly manifested in
choice, there can be no justification for excluding non-market
choices from a general account of welfare. For one thing, some
goods which we all value, such as loyalty and friendship, preclude
a market by their very nature; any commodities for sale under
these labels must be counterfeit. But even in the case of market-
able goods, whether there is any actual market for them in our
vicinity is a contingent matter, It is difficult to believe that educa-
tion or sanitation or health care become less important to us when
they are allocated by some non-market mechanism. If there is to

" The postulation of this connection is clearly driven by explanatory or norma-
tive demands. Since the revealed preference theory s hopelessly inadequate as an
account of our ordinary concept of welfare, we have here a clear case of the
dominance of theoretical {explanatory and/or normative) over descriprive criteria.
Ironically, the theory turns out also to be normarively inadequare, as we shall see
later.

¥ Samuelson 1948, 243, Cf. Amarrya Sen's statement of ‘the fundamental as-
sumption of the revealed preference approach, wviz,, that people do reveal their
underlying preferences through their actual choices’ (Sen 1982, 60).
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be any interesting connection between choice and preference, and
therefore berween choice and welfare, the restriction to market
choices cannot be maintained. Dropping the restriction will, of
course, have unfortunate consequences for the measurement of
welfare, since decisions about the expenditure of income have
(literally} a common currency which is lacking when we bring in
such non-market choices as whom to marry or how long to en-
gage in sexual fantasies. But the needs of a theory, even an import-
ant theory, cannot be allowed to dictate an account of the nature
of welfare,

Dropping the restriction to market choices leaves us with the
view that | want x more than y just in case I choose x when y is
also available. This formula still restricts us to our actual (market
and non-marker) choices, a limitation which is imposed by the
behaviourism of revealed preference theory: revealed preference,
by definition, is preference as actually revealed in choice. But this
restriction must also be dropped. If my preference structure is
thought of as an ordered set of dispositions to make certain kinds
of choices, then it seems clear that this will be revealed only very
imperfectly by my actual choices. After all, I am able to reveal my
dispositional preferences only if I am presented with the appropri-
ate occasions for choice, but whether these occasions come along
is again a contingent matter (I know that I would rather have one
great season as a major league pitcher than spend a lifetime as a
successful neurosurgeon, but neither will ever be an option for
me). Although making an actual choice of one alternative over
another presupposes the availability of both, having a preference
between them does not. [f my preferences are to connect in some
important way with my welfare, then it seems reasonable to think
that all of them should count, not just those | have had the oppor-
tunity to reveal in choice.

Dropping this restriction will involve expanding the account so
as to include hypothetical choices.' At this point it ceases to be
a theory of revealed preference, since it abandons the behaviourist
dogma that preferences are verifiable, and measurable, only if they
come to be expressed in overt decisions. In order for me to ascertain

" As is done in the von Neumann—Morgenstern technique for deriving a cardi-
nal utility funcrion, which involves asking individuals to make hyporhetical choices
among various possible lotterics over ranked goods. See von Neumann and
Morgenstern 1953, ch. 3.
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your hypothetical choices it will not suffice for me merely to observe
your behaviour; at the very least I must also take seriously what
you tell me you would choose under specified conditions.'” But if
the result of this expansion is not a revealed preference theory it
1s none the less a near relation, since it still attempts to explicate
welfare in terms of (actual or hypothetical) choice. It does so,
furthermore, by employing the same basic strategy of first linking
choice to preference and then linking preference to welfare. Bur is
choice a reliable indicator of preference? Will even the fullest set
of data concerning my actual and hypothetical choices reveal my
preferences?

[t may seem so, since if I choose x over ¥ then surely T must
have preferred it and, contrariwise, if I prefer x to y then surely
I would choose it if I could. However, a little reflection shows that
both of these seemingly necessary connections trade on an ambi-
guity n the vernacular notion of preference.'”” That notion looks
simultaneously in two directions: to my attitiudes on the one hand
and to my choices on the other. In the first sense, what I
(artitudinally) prefer is what 1 like best (for its own sake) or find
most agreeable. This is the interpretation needed by a subjective
theory of welfare, since in this sense it is arguable that the satis-
faction of my preferences necessarily makes me better off. In the
second sense, what [ (behaviourally) prefer is just what [ choose
(for whatever reason). This is the interpretation of preference needed
in order to connect it analytically to choice.

Once this ambiguity is recognized, then a choice theory of welfare
faces a dilemma. It 1s only in the attitudinal sense that preference
can be plausibly connected with welfare, but in this sense there is
no tight connection between preference and choice. The fact that
I choose x rather than ¥ (or would choose it if T could) does not
show that I expect a higher personal payoff from it, since my
choice may be motivated by other considerations, such as altruism
or a sense of obligation. Likewise, if I can be motivated by factors
other than my intrinsic likes and dislikes, then the fact that |
prefer x to ¥ (would rather have it for its own sake) does not show
that I would choose it if confronted by these alternatives."” On the

I” As Sen argues in 198z, 9, 712,

" For a similar diagnosis, see Broome 1978, 324; Sen 1982, 69, 94.

" Sen makes this point in terms of commirment: see 1982, 93 . Another reason
that preference does not cntail even hypothetical choice is that many stares of
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attitudinal interpretation, counter-preferential choice is not only
possible but common. It is only in the behavioural sense that
preference always (trivially) runs with choice. But this is not the
notion of preference relevant to a theory of welfare; it is not even
a notion on which we can make sense of preferences being satis-
fied. Only by equivocating on preference, therefore, can a choice
theory use it as the middle term between choice and welfare.

There is a parallel ambiguity in our vernacular notion of want-
ing.”! Wanting to do something, in the behavioural sense, is just
having some reason or other for doing it, with no restriction
whatever placed on the range of possible reasons. In this sense,
therefore, it is a necessary truth that as long as | am acting vol-
untarily I always do what I most want. In the attitudinal sense, by
contrast, wanting to do something requires finding the prospect of
it pleasing or agreeable, or welcoming the opportunity to do it, or
looking forward to it with gusto or enthusiasm, If I have this sort
ot attitude toward some prospective action then I have one par-
ticular sort of reason to do it—a reason which is capable of con-
flicting with others, such as a feeling of obligation or the fear of
disapproval. In this sense, therefore, not doing what one most
wants to do is depressingly familiar. (The behavioural notion is
the one we use when we say, ‘Well, he must have wanted to go,
since he went.” We switch to the attitudinal notion when we ask
ourselves, afrer the fact, ‘Is that what 1 really wanred to do?’)

Like preference, wanting can be linked either with choice or
with welfare: the behavioural sense with the former and the
attitudinal sense with the latter. But it cannot, except by equivo-
cation, be linked with both at once. Thus it too cannot serve as
the middle term between choice and welfare. For all we yvet know,
our well-being may consist in getting what we want, but not on
the interpretation which equates our desires with the full range of
our reasons for action. While gerting what we relish may make us
better off, doing what we feel we ought or must cannot be counted
on to deliver the same payoff.

Economists have tended to trade on the ambiguity latent in the

affairs over which we have preferences are not possible marters of choice for us.
Think of such items as whether the sun will shine for your picnic, whether your
beloved will reciprocate vour love, whether your favourite baseball club will win
the pennant, etc.

¥ See Gosling 1969, ch. &.



122 The Desire Theory

notion of preference, using the behavioural sense in their explana-
tion of consumer behaviour and then shifting to the attitudinal
sense in their claims about the welfare implications of the markert.
Despite its many and obvious deficiencies, the revealed preference
theory of welfare has retained a certain superficial plauvsibility by
exploiting the same ambiguity. Once the equivocation has been
exposed, the theory can safely be discarded. There is simply no
interesting constitutive connection between welfare and choice.
We are left then with the attitudinal notions of preference and
desire. Do they provide the materials for a theory of welfare?

5.2 INFORMED DESIRE

The basic schema for this kind of account is that something bene-
fits a person (directly or intrinsically) by satisfying some desire on
that person’s part. Versions of the desire theory now define the
orthodox view of the nature of welfare, at least in the Anglo-
American philosophical world. In the theory of rational choice the
equation of well-being with utility (preference-satisfaction) has
achieved the status of an unquestioned axiom, while in ethics its
maore prominent recent defenders have included Brian Barry, John
Rawls, R. M. Hare, James Griffin, and Joseph Raz.”

It is not difficult to see why the desire theory is so attractive to
subjectivists. It seems a very plausible idea that my life is going
well for me when [ am in the way of achieving my aims or poals.
It also seems a plausible hypothesis that the subjective point of
view, from which my welfare is to be assessed, is given by the set
of my preferences, and that the relative importance of the many
goods which enrich my life is determined by their position in the
hierarchical structure of these preferences. The desire theory is
also well placed to satisfy our demand for a unified account of the
nature of welfare, while allowing for the multiplicity and variety
of its sources, Since it can readily acknowledge the importance
of idiosyncratic tastes and interests, the theory has no ditheulty
explaining why vou who love thrills find the quality of your life
enhanced by sky-diving, while I who value tranquillity realize the

1 See Barrv 196¢, chs. 1o and 11; Rawls 1971, ch. +; Hare 1981, ch. §; Griffin
1984, chs. 1 and 2; Raz 1986, ch. 1z,
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same gains by reading quietly under a tree. At the same time,
however, if there are states of affairs for which everyone strives,
or which are the indispensable means for the achievement of any
aims, then these will count as (either intrinsic or instrumental)
common goods.

The desire theory also circumscribes the class of welfare subjects
in an intuitively plausible way. To have a point of view on this
sort of account is to have a structure of desires or preferences, The
class of primary welfare subjects will therefore include all and
only those beings with the capacity to form and order desires.
Although the boundaries of this class are indistinct, they clearly
include most human beings along with many other animals. They
equally clearly exclude plants and inanimate objects. Moreover,
the desire theory can also explain how many welfare notions come
to be applied in an extended or analogical sense to such entities
as simple organisms, artefacts, groups, organizations, and such—
all of whom, while lacking desires, can be regarded as teleological
systems requiring certain standard condirions in order to function
well or properly. In this way the theory can draw a principled,
though fuzzy, boundary between the classes of primary and sec-
ondary welfare subjects.

In addition to these very considerable merits, the desire theory
also seems in rune with the liberal spirit of the modern age, which
rends to see human agents as pursuers of autonomously chosen
projects.”* Unlike objective theories, on which the sources of our
well-being are dictated by unalterable aspects of our nature, the
desire theory offers us the more flattering picture of ourselves as
shapers of our own destinies, determiners of our own good. In this
way it internalizes within a conception of welfare the paradigmatic-
ally liberal virtues of self-direction and self-determination. Once
this link has been established it i1s a simple matter to construct a
welfarist defence of political liberty. It is little cause for wonder,
therefore, that all of the principal recent advocates of the desire
theory have also been political liberals.

Its ease of fit within the framework of liberalism may well count
toward the normative adequacy of the desire theory. But is it des-
criptively adequate? In order to begin answering this question we
must make the abstract formula of the theory more determinate.

* For a recent manifestation of this ethos, see Lomasky 1987, ch. 2,
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Remember that within the broad class of what we are calling
attitudes we are looking for the particular subclass which is cen-
tral to a subjective theory of welfare. When we are told that this
subclass consists of desires or wants or preferences, we are entitled
to ask what distinguishes these particular attitudes from others,
such as liking or enjoying. This is not the place to try to construct
a full account of the nature of desire. However, any such account
will need to incorporate two essential features of wants or desires:
they are intentional and they are prospective.

To say that desires are intentional is to say that they are di-
rected upon objects whose existence they do not logically guaran-
tee. That desires have objects is, of course, scarcely news; this
much 1s ensured by the fact that every desire is for something or
other. In the surface grammar of desire, these objects are often
literally things, as when I want this book or that car. Sometimes,
however, they are activities (I want to go to France) or states of
affairs (I want the weather to be good for our wedding). It is a
simple trick to homogenize all these ostensibly different kinds of
object into states of affairs: to want the book is to want to own
it or read it, and to want to do something is to want the state of
affairs which consists of your doing it. It is then a further simple
trick to turn these states of affairs into propositions: to want the
state of affairs which consists of my owning the book is to want
the proposition ‘1 own this book’ to be true. By this process of
transformation, every desire comes to take some proposition as its
intentional object. And of course the fact that 1 want a proposition
to be true does not guarantee its truth.

What these transformations highlight is the similarity berween
desires and beliefs. Like beliefs, desires can be construed as atti-
tudes whose intentional objects are states of affairs or proposi-
tions. Just as beliefs can be verified or falsified, desires can be
satisfied or frustrated. A belief is verified by the occurrence of the
state of affairs (or the truth of the proposition) which constitutes
its mtentional object. Likewise, a desire is satisfied by the occur-
rence of the state of affairs {or the truth of the proposition) which
constitutes its intentional object.” Again like beliefs, desires can
take as their objects states of the world which are spanally or

3 Griffin offers a different, bur equally aprt, analogy: ‘A desire is “fulfilled” in
the sense in which a clause in a contracy is fulfilled; namely, what was agreed
idesired) comes about’ (Griffin 1986, 14).
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temporally remote from their holders. This implies that my desire
for something can be satished without my knowing it (just as
my belief about something can be true without my knowing it).
All that is required in order for my desire to be satisfied is that
whatever [ want actually exist or happen. Carl Sagan wants us to
establish contact with extraterrestrial beings. Suppose that twenty
thousand years from now, some intelligent alien civilization en-
counters one of our probes in deep space and deciphers the mes-
sages which it carries. Sagan’s desire will then have been satisfied,
though he will know nothing of it. By contrast, I cannot be
(occurrently) liking or enjoying something without being aware of
this fact, My enjoyments must therefore enter into my experience
in a way that need not be true of the satisfaction of my desires.

For a theory of welfare, the intentionality of desire or preference
is a very awkward feature.” According to the desire theory, some-
thing makes me better off when it satisties some desire on my part.
Since my desires can range over spatially and temporally remote
states of affairs, it follows that the satisfaction of many of them
will occur at rimes or places too distant from me to have any
discernible effect on me. In such cases it is difficult to see how
having my desire satisfied could possibly make my life go better.

Sometimes the absence of feedback into my life is due to con-
tingent circumstances. Suppose that my brother suffers from some
debilitating disease which | very much want to be cured. Having
unsuccessfully sought medical treatment at home, he moves to
Papua New Guinea where a promising new treatment 1s available,
After his arrival he breaks off contact with me, and I receive no
further news of his fate. Two years later the treatment succeeds
and his disorder is completely cured. At this time my desire that
he be cured {(which I continue to hold) has been satisfied. Because
I care deeply about his well-being, if I knew of this I would be
greatly cheered. Since I never know of it, how can the cure make
me better off?

All of us have many desires which, unbeknownst to us, will
come to be satisfied during our lifetime. Like Carl Sagan, we also

¥ For a theory of welfare, it is also an awkward feature of desire that it has no
negative counterpart. (Aversion is the opposite not of wanting but of liking.) Desire
therefore lacks the positive/nepative polarity so characteristic of welfare. This is
one of the reasons for casting the desire theory in the comparative language of
preference.,
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have many desires which will be satisfied, if ever, only after we are
dead and gone. Sometimes the posthumous satsfaction of a desire
is itself due to contingent circumstances, as when I want my daugh-
ter eventually to attend university but die before she is able to do
s0. In this case it is just unlucky for me that my desire is satisfed
only after my demise. In other cases this outcome is ensured by the
remporal location of the desired state of affairs. Nearly everyone
now living wants the ecosystem of the planet to be in a healthy
state two centuries from now, but no one now living will be living
then. In still other cases, such as your wish to be remembered by
your lover after your demise, if the desire is ever satisfied then this
must ({logically) occur posthumously. In any of these cases, if the
desired state of affairs eventually comes about does it make our
life go better? If so, when does it go better? When our desire is
satisfied? But how can the quality of our life be improved after it
has ended? Retroactively, at the time we held the desire? But how
can what happens then affect us for better or worse now?

Sometimes it can seem to. James Griffin gives the following
example:

It would not have been ar all absurd for Bertrand Russell to have thought
that if his work for nuclear disarmament had, afrer his deach, acrually
reduced the risk of nuclear war, his last years would have been more
worthwhile, and his life altogether more valuable, than if it all proved
furile, True, if Russell had indeed succeeded, his life clearly would have
been more valuable to others. But Russell could also have considered it
more valuable from the point of view of his own self-interest.

However, when we look closely claims of posthumous benefits
always seem to rest on conflating different modes of value. If
Russell’s work had turned out to contribure to eventual nuclear
disarmament then this would of course have shown, retrospec-
tively, that his life had enormous instrumenral value; bur this, as
Griffin recognizes, 1s not the question at issue. Somewhat closer to
the mark, if achievement is a perfectionist value, as it might well
be, then posthumous success could make a life a better specimen
of its kind. Perfectionist value seems clearly capable of retroactive
improvement, and Russell might well have considered his life more
valuable from that point of view. But from the standpoint of his
own self-interest? That certainly does not follow, and seems much
less plausible. It also seems an unlikely interpretation of Russell’s
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own (imagined) evaluation. He can think thar a more successtul life
is a berter life, without thinking that he is made better off by it.

The issue of whether posthumously satisfied desires can benefit
their erstwhile holders is a hotly debated one. Some people find it
just obvious that the dead can be neither benefited nor harmed,
while others find it equally obvious thart lives are capable of retro-
active prudential improvement.”” 1 confess that I belong to the
former camp. Dying has precious few consolations, but surely one
of them is that beyond that threshold we are safe from any further
misfortunes. Wharever may befall the living after our demise, noth-
ing can ever again go badly (or, alas, well) for us. That death is
the end, prudentially speaking, has always been the principal at-
traction of suicide for those whose lives appear to have gone into
irreversible decline. Where might we seek our comfort if adversity
could pursue us even beyond the grave?

Given the division of opinion on this question, the fact that a
theory of welfare entails the possibility of posthumous harms and
benefits is not sufficient by itself to establish its descriptive inad-
equacy. However, the posthumous cases are merely the most dra-
matic instances in which the fulfilment of a desire fails to benefit
us because it has no impact, direct or indirect, on our experience.
The obvious remedy is to impose on the desire theory what Griffin
has called an experience requirement.”® Such a condition would
stipulate that a state of affairs can make me better off only if, in
one way or another, it enters or affects my experience. A version
of the desire theory which incorporated such a requirement might
look like this: x makes me better off (directly or intrinsically) just
in case (1) I desire x, (2) x occurs, and (3) [ am ar least aware of
x's occurrence.”’

As his handling of the Russell example suggests, Griffin himself
rejects any form of experience requirement.”® His reason for doing

* Emest Partridge defends the first view (Partridge 1981), Joel Feinberg the
second (Feinberg 1984, 83—9). With his characteristic judiciousness, Aristotle
argucs both sides of the question {Nicomachean Ethics 1. 1o-11), finally sertling
for the conclusion that, while posthumous events can affect us for better or worse,
the effects are relatively minor. Griffin has also felt the pull of both sides; see 1986,
117-19 0.

* Griffin 1986, 13,

7 Meed | also be aware thar x's nccurrence satisfies my desire? Need I still desire
x when it occurs? These are further wrinkles for a desire theory to work out.

Y Griffin 198s, I3-14, Ig=20.
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s0 is the same as his reason for rejecting any version of a state-
of-mind theory: we desire things other than srates of our own ex-
perience. But this seems a confusion. A state-of-mind theory treats
veridical and illusory experiences which are phenomenologically
indistinguishable as equally valuable. Adding an experience require-
ment to the desire theory has no such implication. Any version of
a desire theory is a state-of-the-world theory, since the actual
occurrence of the desired state of affairs is one necessary condition
in the analysis. An experience requirement makes awareness of
this occurrence a further necessary condition. In doing so it does
not, and cannot, convert the theory into a mental state theory.”

A theory of welfare can be descriptively adequate only if it
incorporates some form of experience requirement; this was the
important insight in classical hedonism. Only in this way will a
desire or preference theory be insulated against highly counter-
mtuitive results flowing from the intentionality of desire, and espe-
cially from its capacity to settle on spatially or temporally distant
objects.”” When desire theorists resist such a requirement, this is
probably because they suspect that, if an experiential condition is
once admitted into their theory, it will eventually make the desire-
satisfaction condition redundant. They must therefore hold the
line, lest a desire theory with an experiential component mutate
into an experiential theory with no desire component. This suspi-
cion is well grounded, as we see when we turn from intentionality
to the second essennial feature of desire, namely its prospectivity.

In explicating this feature, the analogy berween desire and belief
will again be instructive, Suppose I now believe that it will snow
next Christmas. My belief has two temporal indices, one for the
time at which [ hold the belief (now)} and the other for the inten-
tional object of the belief (next Christmas). Where beliefs are
concerned, these two indices can be ordered in any way whatever:
I can hold beliefs at a particular time abour earlier, contempora-
neous, or later times, Likewise, every desire is both held at some
particular time and directed upon a temporally indexed state of

¥ Contrast the experience requirement imposed in Haslett 1990, which has
precisely this effect. For Haslett the only desires which count are those which take
expericnces as their objects.

W Cf, Hasletr 1990, Bo-z. For a contrary view, see Egonsson 1990, ch. 2. A
nicelv balanced trearment of the issues at stake here can be found in Kagan 1992,
1Ba=7.
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affairs. However, in the case of a desire the two indices must
ohserve a particular order: I can desire now only that something
occur later. Desires are always directed on the future, never on the
past or present.”’ (I can, of course, want events or activities which
I am presently enjoying to continue; but their continuation is still
a future state.) In being future-directed in this way, wanting once
again contrasts with liking or enjoving. [ can {occurrently) enjoy
only what I already have, while I can want only what I have not
yer got.

Because a desire is always for some future state of affairs, at
best it represents our ex ante expectation that the state will benefit
us. But this expectation may be disappointed by our ex post ex-
perience of the state, Suppose that T find myself at a career cross-
roads when 1 am in college. On the one hand, I am a star pitcher
on the baseball team, courted by scouts who assure me that 1 have
an excellent chance of making it to the major leagues. On the
other hand, 1 also have a brilliant record in philosophy, with the
prospect of a career in university teaching. Up to now these two
career paths have been compatible, but now the former would
lead me to the minor leagues while the latter would take me to
graduate school. Because I realize that choosing either option will
effectively foreclose the other, I investigate both as thoroughly
as I can before deciding in favour of the long-range security of a
teaching career. | go to graduate school, earn my doctorate, and
land a job in a good philosophy department. There T find the
demands of teaching and writing to be pretry well as | anticipated.
Indeed, as the years pass everything goes more or less as expected,
except for the growing realization that this life is just not for me.
My dissatisfaction at first manifests itself only in a free-floating
irritability, but after a while it deepens into apathy and depres-
sion. After staying with the academic life long enough to give it a
fair trial, I fnally resign, feeling disillusioned and discouraged.
Because I am then too old to begin a career in baseball, T become
a copy editor at a publishing firm.

In this case [ have done what [ most wanted to do, realized my

YT can, of course, wish that past cvents had been otherwise. | can also have
hopes about such evenes, if I do not know hew things turned out. The first time
I read Homer [ hoped the Trojans would win; now I wish they had. But wishes
of this sort cannot be satisfied, and T am assuming thar a desire theory of welfare
will artach no weight 1o hopes abour the past.
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overriding personal ambition, but I have not benefited from doing
so. The problem is not that the state which satisfied my desire
failed to enter into my experience, but that my experience of it
turned out to be negative. Things have not gone as [ expected, and
yet | achieved my aim. The problem here is the prospectivity of
desire. My desire to teach philosophy represented my ex ante
expectation that 1 would find this career fulfilling. Bur in this I was
mistaken, Since our desires always represent our ex ante expecta-
tions, there is always room for these expectations to be mistaken.
But in that case the sansfaction of our desires does not guarantee
that our lives will go well; only our ex post experience will do
that.

Since it is the prospectivity of desire which creates this problem,
it is tempting to try to put matters right by closing the gap be-
rween the way things are expected to go and the way they actually
turn out. Thus it is common for desire accounts to stipulate that
the only desires that count are those which are sufficiently rational
or considered or informed, or otherwise ‘corrected’.” The stand-
ard of rationality appealed to may be either minimal, requiring no
more than consistency within one’s overall set of preferences, or
rather more stringent, requiring that one’s desires be capable of
surviving ‘cognitive psychotherapy’.” Informational demands like-
wise may vary, depending on what is counted as relevant informa-
tion, and on how much of this is reckoned to be sufficient.™
Whatever the idealizing conditions adopted, their effect will be to
screen out some of our actual desires.” Only the satisfaction of

¥ See, for instance, Rawls 1971, ch. 7; Griffin 1986, chs. 1-2,

Y For the latter requirement see Brandt 1979, ch. 6. Gauthier employs a weaker
standard in 1986, ch. 2. It should be noted, however, that neither Brandr nor
Gauthier idenrifies welfare with the sarisfaction of rational desire.

¥ Griffin’s requirement is that the desire be ‘formed by an appropriate appre-
ciation of the nature of its object’ {1993, 134; of. 1986, 314-14 n.; 1901, 49} A
conspicuously high informational standard is set by Hasletr 1990, 72—4.

¥ Could they also sweep in desires we do not actually have, but would have if
the conditions were satished? Rawls's appeal to hypothetical choice seems o enrail
this: ‘In brief, our good is determined by the plan of life that we would adopt with
full deliberarive rationality if the furure were accurately foreseen and adequately
realized in the imagination, . . . Here it is worth stressing that a rational plan is one
that would be selected if certain conditions were fulfilled. The criterion of the good
is hypothetical in a way similar to the criterion of justice’ {Rawls 1971, 421}
Cirithn, on the other hand, reguires that a desire be actual when satished (L1986,
11). It is not clear, however, how this latrer requirement is consistent with his
inclusion of posthumously sarished desires.



The Desire Theory I3

the surviving subset of desires will count as enhancing our well-
being.

We need not concern ourselves with the precise formulation of
these idealizing conditions, since, however they are formulated,
their role within a desire theory is inherently puzzling. Consider
the requirement that a desire be appropriately informed. This
condition 1s imposed in order to eliminate mistakes about the
objects of our desires. But it appears that the condition is either
redundant within a desire theory or inconsistent with it. Suppose
that the satisfaction of one of my desires has left me worse off.
There seem to be two possible explanations of how this could
have come about. One is that satisfying the desire made me to
that extent better off, but it also frustrared other, more important
desires, so that on balance 1 ended up worse off. I take an ecagerly
anticipated vacation in the Caribbean and find myself in the path
of a hurricane; had 1 known of the danger in advance I would
have gone somewhere else instead. My desire not to encounter
a hurricane is stronger than my desire to vacation at just that
resort; in satisfying the latter [ frustrate the former and so end up
worse off on the whole than if 1 had stayed home. The desire
theory is perfectly capable of explaining all this without the re-
quirement that my preferences be informed. All it needs to do is
bring into play the full structure of those preferences, including
my priorities among them. In the light of all my actual desires 1
have suffered a net loss. Whenever this is the appropriate expla-
nation of my plight, therefore, an information requirement will be
redundant.

But there are, in addition, cases in which no further desires are
involved and I am still worse off. My choice of philosophy over
baseball was such a case. Here we cannot appeal to any additional
desires in order to explain how things have gone badly for me.
Furthermore, the preference on which I acted was as rational,
considered, and informed as I could make it. All of the informa-
tion I collected in advance about philosophy teaching turned out
to be correct; I made no mistakes, except in expecting that T would
find a teaching career fulfilling. That mistake resulted from the
gap between my ex ante expectation and my ex post experience.
That gap exists by virtue of the prospectivity of desire: my prefer-
ences about the future alwavs represent my view mow of how
things will go then. Because the gap results from the very nature
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of desire, it cannot be closed merely by requiring that desires be
rational or considered or informed.

The gap could be closed by stipulating that a desire does not
count as informed—and thus its satisfaction does not count as
making me better off—whenever the desired state of affairs turns
out upon later experience to be disappointing or unrewarding, How-
ever, to take this step would be to confirm the desire theorist’s
suspicion thar, once our experience of states of the world is admirted
as relevant, then whether or not these states satisfy antecedent
desires on our part is on the way to becoming irrelevant. For it
would be tantamount to conceding that what matters, so far as
our well-being is concerned, is our satisfaction and not merely the
satisfaction of our desires. If an informartion requirement has any
genuine work to do within a desire theory, therefore, it will be
inconsistent with the basic rationale of the theory.

The argument to this point has focused on two essential prop-
erties of desires—their intentionality and their prospectivity—each
of which opens up a logical gap between desire-satisfaction and
well-being. All of the difficulties for the desire theory which we
have so far canvassed have a common logical form. Desires whose
objects prove disappointing in the actual experience of them and
desires whose objects never enter our experience at all—these are
both cases in which the satisfaction of our desires appears insuf-
ficient to make us better off. What they demonstrate is that when
a desire is satisfied it is a logically open question whether the
welfare of its holder has thereby been enhanced. However, they do
not exhaust the problems which the desire theory encounters. If
desire-satisfaction i1s not logically sufficient for well-being, it is not
logically necessary either. Once again, the root of the problem lies
in the very mature of desire. As we have already noted, because
desires are furure-directed, at best they represent the anticipation
of benefit. But just as we can be disappointed when we get whar
we expect or have aimed for, so we can be pleasantly surprised
when we get what we do not expect and have not aimed for.

There is a distracting side issue here which needs to be disposed
of. As we have seen, the expansiveness of desire, its capacity to be
directed on a virtually limitless range of {future} states of the
world, causes problems for the desire theory. It is tempting, there-
fore, to narrow the theory by focusing exclusively on those desires
which are also aims, by virtue of being incorporated into some
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hierarchy of intention.™ If this restriction is introduced then the
desire theory essentially equates welfare with success in achieving
our aims or goals. But it is obvious that any such account would
exclude too much.” Broadly speaking, the quality of our lives is
enhanced both by whar we do and by what happens to us. The
fact that some benefits we enjoy are the result of good fortune
rather than achievement on our part does not make them any less
worthwhile.

Pleasant surprises would be a particularly acute problem for any
version of the desire theory which confined attention to the achieve-
ment of antecedent aims. But they remain a problem for less re-
strictive versions as well. The difficulty stems from the fact that
the welfare payoff of both achievements and windfalls often ex-
ceeds any antecedent expectations on our part. The most striking
cases are those in which our expectations are either non-existent
or negative. Having never heard bluegrass, I chance on a band
playing in the park and find that I like it. Having nursed a long-
standing suspicion of the Mediterranean, | am persuaded against
my better judgement to holiday there and have a wonderful time.
In neither case did I have an antecedent desire for the state of
affairs which, as it turns out, enhances my well-being. But then,
just as satisfying a desire on my part is not logically sufficient for
something to benefit me, it is not logically necessary either.™

These problems for the desire theory have all stemmed from
(two features of) the nature of desire. But the theory faces another

" This seems clearly to be what Rawls has in mind when he speaks of executing
a ratenal plan of hife. In his account of well-being, Joseph Raz also focuses on the
pursuit of goals, thos on the sueccess or faillure of a life (Raz 1986, :88-99). It
should be noted, however, that well-being is not the whole story for Raz; what he
calls self-interest 3s a marter of the satisfaction of “biologically determined needs
and desires’.

T As Griffin recogmizes (To86, zz2). An exclusive focus on project pursuit also
scems to manifest a masculine bias. It applies only with great strain to close per-
sonal relationships, such as friendship and love.

* In recognition of these problems, Grithn says that be is working with an
‘exrended sense of desire™ “The relevant sort of desire does not have to be held
antecedently to its fulfilment {a human can enjov something, want to have it con-
tinue of return, that he never knew he would enjoy, or even knew existed)’ {1984,
315 n.). Prospectivity, however, is one of the features which distnguishes wanting
from other positive attitudes, such as enjoying. IF this feature is dropped, so as wo
include enjoving, then *wanong' effectively becomes coextensive wicth “having a
positive amimude toward’. Bur in that case the desire theory is coextensive with the
general category of subjective theories, and 15 not a particular, determinate instance
IL'I'F l'l'.l‘.'lf cﬂtc-_gnr].-'-
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sort of difficulty as well, which has a quite different source, Al-
though some of our desires may be basic, most have grounds. The
ground of a desire is the reason one has for wanting its object—
whatever it is about the object that makes it desirable. The grounds
of our desires are to be found in what 1 am generically calling our
concerns: our tastes, interests, ideals, commitments, and so on.
Although these concerns will vary from person to person, there
are some constants, One item that matters to all of us is our own
welfare; self-interest, therefore, is one possible ground of desire. A
desire has this ground whenever its object is wanted or valued
because of some anticipated payoff for oneself. Call any such
desire interested. It seems plausible to think that the satisfaction of
our interested desires will standardly benefit us;™ after all, in these
cases the expectation of benefit is the ground of the desire. How-
ever, not all of our desires are interested in this way. For decades
I wanted a democratic, non-racial government to be installed in
South Africa, not because 1 expected to gain from it myself but
because it was just. Such a government has now emerged during
my lifetime. While 1 expect South African blacks to be better off
for this turn of events, [ see no reason to think thar it will benefit
me, despite satisfying my desire.” The reason for this is obvious:
my desire was disinterested. The desire theory tells us that the
satisfaction of any (rational, considered, informed) desire makes
one better off, regardless of its ground. Bur this is not plausible in
the case of disinterested desires.

Indeed, the very existence of disinterested desires 1s awkward
tor the desire theory. The theory tells us that if T do what T most
want to do {in the attitudinal sense) then [ necessarily do whar is
best for me. This is a weaker version of psychological egoism. It
does not hold that T always choose to do what I think is best for
me, since | may not choose to do what | most want to do. But it
does hold that whenever I do choose what I most want then I ne-
cessarily maximize my own self-interest. This result, however, threat-
ens to render the very notion of a disinterested desire incoherent.™

* Only standardly, and not necessarily, since the atorementioned logical gaps all
applv to the special case of interested desires.

" This is not because of either logical gap thus far identified: the desired state
15 known to me when it occurs and in every respect lives up 1o my expectations
tor it

1 For an extended argument to this conclusion, see Overvold 1980, Sen makes
a similar point when he accuses the revealed preference account of ‘definitional
egoism’ {1982, ch. 4].
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To want to do something {on the attitudinal conception) is to find
the prospect of doing it positively attractive (in its own right).
Since we are not psychological egoists, we are capable of finding
enjoyment or satisfaction in doing good to others. Attitudinal desires
therefore need not be self-interested; their satisfaction can be sought
at considerable personal sacrifice. Ir 15 this possibility which the
desire theory threatens to erase. No matter how altruistic my aim,
no matter how great a personal sacrifice 1 am willing to make in
order to achieve it, if I am successful then I will have made no
sacrifice at all, since T will have got what I most wanted. 1 can
represent the desire to myself as disinterested, therefore, only if I
do not subscribe to the desire theory of welfare. Acceptance of the
theory undercuts the very distinction between self-interested and
disinterested desires.

Once again a logical gap opens between desire-satisfaction and
well-being, this time in the case of disinterested desires. The only
way to close the gap appears to be to exclude this class of desires.
The desire theory would then hold that a state of affairs benefits
me whenever it satishes some self-interested desire on my part. But
any such qualification of the theory would be patently circular.
Our understanding of the narure of prudential value is not ad-
vanced by being told that it consists in the satisfaction of just
those desires whose ground is prudential.

The desire theory therefore seems simultaneously too broad and
too narrow: too broad because it admits desires whose satisfaction
produces no benefits, too narrow because it excludes benefits which
are not produced by the satisfaction of any antecedent desires.
This is not, of course, a proof of the inadequacy of the theory. The
problems of scope can be regarded as invitations to qualify the
theory so as to contour desire-satisfaction better to well-being,™
and I can see no way of demonstrating in advance the fruitlessness
of this enterprise. Furthermore, since the desire theory is still by
far the best-developed account of the narure of welfare, it may
well be premature to give up on it without trying out a few pos-
sible remedies.

However, | am persuaded that the theory suffers from more
than a problem of scope. It also operates at the wrong level for an
adequate theory of welfare. Among the criteria of adequacy devel-
oped in section 1.2 was the requirement that the nature of welfare

# Which is the way Griffin repards them; see 1986, 16-23.
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not be confused with its sources. The sources of our well-being
(meaning still those states or conditions which benefit us immedi-
ately or directly) can be ordered into categories with different
levels of generality. Suppose that one of my aims is to pursue a suc-
cessful career teaching philosophy. The achievement of that global
alm requires a number of more local successes: Ainding a permanent
job, getting something published, getting tenure, etc. [n the case of
each of these latter states of affairs, their welfare payoff for me
depends (in part at least} on their being parts of the larger whole
which is success in the profession. They are goods for me because
they are all collected together under the rubric of this more inclusive
good. That good in turn represents only one of my aims and is
therefore a part of the larger good which is success or achievement
in my life. We therefore have the ordered sequence: finding a job 15
a good thing for me because it advances my career, and advancing
my career is a good thing because it advances my overall plan of life.

All of this, so far, the desire theory is able to take into account.
Indeed, it insists on the structure or hierarchy of our desires or
aims, and finds welfare to consist entirely in their satisfaction or
achievement. The problems of scope which it encounters, how-
ever, cast doubt on this. When the achievement of an aim leaves
me feeling hollow or empty, however considered or informed the
aim may have been in advance, this suggests that there is more to
well-being than getting what I want. When | stumble onto previ-
ously unsuspected delights and find myself relishing them, this sug-
gests the same thing. From this wider perspective, desire-satisfaction
itselt comes to look like one (very abstract and general) source of
our well-being: something which standardly, but not necessarily,
makes us better off. Furthermaore, it seems not to be the only such
source; things that happen to us, or that we grow into, or thar we
only slowly come to appreciate all matter too. The distinctive
move of the desire theory is to treat desire-satisfaction not as one
welfare source among others, but as the condition which anything
must satisfy in order to count as such a source. Thus it purports
to be a formal theory about the nature of welfare and not just a
(very short) list of its sources.™ But if getting what we want is

W See ibid. 31-4. Cf, Griffin 1993: ‘Desire fulfilment seems to me best seen not
as a substantive value, bur as a formal notion of what it is for something to be
prudentially valuable: it 15 for it to be {not endrely trivially) the object of a suf-
fhciently well informed desire’ {135).
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merely one way in which our good can be advanced then, despite
this claim of formality, the desire theory is operating at the wrong
logical level.

It is this problem of level which has plagued all of the principal
theories which we have so far considered. Each of these theories
picks out one important respect in which our lives can be going
well: for the teleological theory it is adequate functioning, for
classical hedonism it is the having of enjoyable experiences, for the
desire theory 1t is gerting what we want. Each is therefore able to
give a perspicuous account of its favoured sector of our lives,
while being able to make little sense of the sectors covered by its
rivals. The mistake made by all these theories is the same: they all
artempt to build an account of the nature of welfare around one
of its standard generic sources. The symptom of the mistake is
also the same in each case: whatever the favoured source may be,
its possession is logically neither necessary nor sufficient for our
well-being. The logical gaps which have opened up for all these
theories can be closed only by a formal theory capable of explain-
ing what it is about all these goods which makes them cardinal
ingredients of our welfare.



Welfare and Happiness

WELFARE is subjective, but neither of the historically dominant
versions of subjectivism is adequate to its nature. Where do we go
from here? We know that there is no regressing to objectivism,
since even the best objective theory is about something other than
welfare, Can either of the principal subjective theories provide us
with the materials for a more plausible account? The two rejected
theories are mirror images of one another, the strength of each
corresponding to the weakness of the other. What hedonism lacks
is a reference to the world outside the subject’s mental states,
while the desire theory, in correcting this problem, loses all con-
nection with the subject’s experience of the conditions of his life.
Of the two accounts, the latter seems the less promising starting
point for building a new and better theory, since the addition of
any form of experience requirement is likely to displace desire
altogether as the subjective notion central to an understanding of
welfare. If we are to work from the established views, therefore,
Wwe must return to hedonism.

The classical version of hedonism subscribes to three theses: (1)
the equation of welfare and happiness, (2} the reduction of hap-
piness to pleasure (and the absence of pain), and (3) a mental state
account of the nature of pleasure {and pain). Since the best theory
about the nature of pleasure and pain treats them as sensations,
{3) is unexceptionable. However, it is the purely mentalistic nature
of pleasure and pain which renders classical hedonism vulnerable
to objections from delusion or deception; something must there-
fore be amiss with either (1) or (2). The idea that there 1s an inter-
esting connection between well-being and happiness has at least
some initial plausibility—much more plausibility than any account
of happiness in terms of pleasurable feelings. As a new start, there-
fore, it seems worthwhile seeking a better (and less hedonistic)
theory about the nature of happiness.
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By shifting our focus from pleasure or desire to happiness we
may also succeed in loosening the grip of the mainline subjective
theories. Although there is a sizeable philosophical literature on
the nature of happiness, both traditional and contemporary, few
believe that it consists either in pleasure and the absence of pain
or in the satisfaction of informed desire. Indeed, no simple theory
about the nature of happiness enjoys much support among philo-
sophers; there is not even agreement that such a theory is possible.
Abour the only thing everyone agrees on is that happiness is a com-
plex and multi-faceted notion, one not easily reduced to a formula
or slogan. This rather messy surface texture will be frustrating for
anvone looking for an equally straightforward counterpart to
hedonism and the desire theory. But for those open to fresh ideas
and willing to tolerate a certain degree of philosophical disorder,
it 15 very fertile ground indeed.

Each of the three previous chapters has been devoted to exam-
ining a theory of welfare which has been well developed and arti-
culated in the literature., Our task now is different, since we will
be engaged in constructing a theory which does not already enjoy
a high profile. In working through the argument of this chapter,
it may help to have some sense of its destination. The theory I
shall defend does not simply identify well-being with happiness;
additionally, it requires that a subject’s endorsement of the condi-
tions of her life, or her experience of them as satisfying or fulfilling,
be authentic. The conditions for authenticity, in turn, are twofold:
information and autonomy. Welfare therefore consists in authentic
happiness. This theory is subjective, since it makes a subject’s wel-
fare depend on her attitudes, and since the function of the authen-
ticity requirement is to ensure that these attitudes are genuinely
hers. It satisfies the experience requirement, since a subject’s hap-
piness is a matter of her experience of the conditions of her life,
However, it is not a mental state theory since authenticity is a
relation between the subject and the world. The happiness theory
thus mediares berween hedonism and the desire theory, exploiting
the strengths of each while avoiding their weaknesses.

That is where we are headed. To get there we need to navigate
through some difficult terrain. The first step is to get a better fix
on the nature of happiness.
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6.1 LIFE SATISFACTION

Happiness, like welfare, is subjective. There is, however, this differ-
ence between the two notions: whereas the subjectivity of welfare
is disputed and needs to be argued for, the subjectivity of happi-
ness is obvious on the face of it. Mo objective theory about our
ordinary concept of happiness has the slightest plausibility; such
theories are taken seriously by philosophers only because of the
common, and misleading, translation of exdaimonia in Aristotle’s
Nicomachean Ethics. As we saw earlier, we make much better sense
of Aristotle’s views by rendering endaimonia into English as ‘well-
being’. Objectivism has at least a superficial plausibility as a theory
of welfare; an argument is required to show why it 15 mistaken. It
is completely unintelligible as a view about the nature of happiness.'

Classical hedonism, the historically dominant subjective theory,
reduces happiness to pleasure (and the absence of pain). The ini-
rial plausibility of this view depends on the model of pleasure and
pain which it presupposes. In Chapter 4 we distinguished two such
models. On the narrower conception pleasure and pain are parti-
cular kinds of sensations distinguished by their peculiar (positive
or negative) feeling tone. This model treats the characteristics of
organic pleasures and pains as paradigmaric: they are usually
(though not necessarily) localized in a particular part of the body,
they can have a quite definite duration, and they can be compared
in terms of intensity, Most importantly, sensations are identified
as pleasurable or painful simply by the way they feel, and are typic-
ally (though not necessarily) liked or disliked for this feeling qual-
ity. Because we can distinguish between the intrinsic phenomenal
properties of pleasure and pain, on the one hand, and our artitudes
toward them, on the other, it is possible for us to be indifferent
to either, or even to dislike the former and like the latter.

" Richard Kraut has defended the usual translation of ewdaimonia, and the
|nr::|||.|;1h:||1t} of an objective theory of happiness, in Kraut 1979. However, his
tquite justified} insistence that there is a substantive issue ar stake berween Anistotle
and modern-day subjectivists is better supported by the supposinon thar the two
sides hold contrary views about the nature of well-being. His own assessment of
the merits of subjective and objecrive views also makes best sense when read that
way. Our ordinary concept of happiness is too thoroughly subjective to be suscep-
tible to an objectivist interpretation. For the same reason, David Brink’s contention
(Brink 1g92) thar Mill held an objective conception of happiness is best understood
as a claim about Mill's account of welfare,
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When pleasure and pain are understood in this way, their
connection with happiness becomes very distant and tenuous. As
physical sensations, pleasures are discrete episodes in our lives
which are certainly capable of contributing to our happiness. A life
totally devoid of pleasure is difficult even to imagine; if conceiv-
able, then it seems a great waste of the opportunities available to
us as embodied beings. But there is no ground for the dogmatic
claim that the ascetic life cannot be a happy one. There are other
sources of reward besides the body, and who is to say that they
cannot add up to a life which is experienced as rewarding or ful-
filling? At the opposite extreme, it seems possible for a life devored
principally (or even exclusively) to sensory pleasure to be a happy
one (this may be the happiest life available to most animals). But
again the outcome is not guaranteed—these pleasures have a way
of cloying when we are glutted, and we may long for deeper or
more meaningful sources of satisfaction. In short, the proper place
for physical pleasure within a life cannot be dictated by a theory,
but needs instead to be fixed by the subject’s own priorities. Which
is to say that it is not the phenomenal properties of the sensation
itself which determine just how much a particular pleasure will
contribute to our happiness, but rather the meaning or significance
which we attach to it.

With some qualifications, the same holds for physical pain. A
life totally devoid of pain is available only to those constitution-
ally incapable of feeling it, and the lives of such people are filled
with injury and constantly threatened by death.” When we accept
that our lives cannot, must not, be painless, relatively brief epi-
sodes even of relatively intense pain need not greatly compromise
our happiness. While excruciating in the experience of them, once
past they fade rapidly from our memory (are we programmed that
way?). If asked to enumerate the experiences which compromise
our happiness, we are unlikely to assign an important place to
sprained ankles or trips to the dentist; there are far worse evils for
us to confront. In most instances of physical pain, we can detach
the sensation itself (in all of its phenomenal dimensions) from its
meaning for us; the impact of the pain on our happiness is a
function of the latter rather than the former. The important excep-
tion to this rule is chronic pain, especially if it is intense burt also

? See Melzack and Wall 1983, ch. 1; Kerr 1981, g9—1c0.
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at levels which would be easily bearable for shorter intervals, In
these cases indifference to the pain, or assimilation of it into the
normal course of our lives, becomes no more than a bare logical
possibility. Intense chronic pain is absorbing, exhausting, debil-
itating, and depressing. It does not merely keep our lives from
being happy, it makes them miserable,

It is abvious that if pleasure and pain are interpreted as particu-
lar feelings or sensations then they are ill fitted to play a consti-
tutive role in a theory about the nature of happiness. They belong
instead in our inventory of the (typical or standard) sources of
happiness or misery, and they are not the only items in that inven-
tory, nor necessarily the most important. For the most part, the
classical hedonists agreed with this picture, With the exception of
Bentham (and possibly alse James Mill), they tended ro favour the
broader conception of pleasure (and pain) which comprehends
any and all experiences which we like (dislike} or find agreeable
{disagreeable) for their own felt qualities. There is much greater
initial plausibility to an analysis of happiness which connects it
with the having of agreeable experiences (and the absence of dis-
agreeable ones). But it is misleading to continue to use the labels
‘pleasure’ and ‘pain’ to identify these positive and negative atti-
tudes toward the conditions of our lives, especially when our con-
ceptual repertory offers us ready alternatives. We can instead call
them enjoyment and suffering, and then raise the question of the
relationship between these phenomena and happiness.

At least at first glance, that relationship appears to be a close
one. To say that we enjoy a particular experience, whether this be
an activity in which we participate or something that happens to
us, Is not to say that the experience causes us a sensation which
we identify, from its intrinsic sensory properties, as pleasurable.
Physical sensations do not furnish us with a model which we can
generalize to experiences like reading a book, or hiking through
the mountains, or spending time with our children. Instead, the
enjoyment of these experiences is a matter of receiving or respond-
ing to them in a particular {positive) way: liking them as they are
happening, finding them rewarding or satisfying, welcoming them,
engaging in them with enthusiasm or gusto, and so on. Likewise,
to suffer from some condition or event (a disappointment of our
expectations, a setback to our plans, the loss of a treasured object
or person) is to react to it negatively—by finding it distressing
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or disagreeable, or regretting it, or enduring it with reluctance or
resentment.

Enjoyment and suffering are plausible candidates for a constitu-
tive role in a theory of happiness precisely because they are (posi-
tive and negative) attitudes or responses to the experiences which
make up our lives. It seems roughly righr to say that we are happy
when we have a (preponderantly) affirmative attitude toward the
conditions of our lives, and unhappy when our attitude tends
roward the negative. And, indeed, this /s roughly right. But only
roughly. The appearance of a tight conceptual connection between
enjoyment/suffering and happinessfunhappiness is fostered in part
by a systematic ambiguity in these latter notions.

This is not the occasion to attempt an exhaustive inventory of the
many ways in which we use the terms ‘happy’ and ‘unhappy’ (the
results would in any case be of limited philosophical interest). How-
ever, four kinds or dimensions of happiness are worth distinguishing:’

Being bappy with or about something. A distinctive feature of
this kind of happiness is that it requires completion by an inten-
tional objecr: there must be something with or about which you
are happy (the recent political developments in Europe, the achieve-
ments of a friend, vour new computer, etc.). Alternatively, we may
complete your state of mind with a propositional object: you are
happy that the Blue Jays won the World Series, that your daughter
is graduating from university, that the solid waste disposal prob-
lem is being tackled, etc. As these examples make clear, the objects
of your happiness, in this sense, are not confined to your own
experiences, or to the conditions of your life. In principle, any
state of the world can serve as such an object, as long as you have
a positive attitude toward it, or regard it favourably, or like or
approve of it. Having such an attitude is, indeed, pretty well all
that being happy about something comes to; no affect or occur-
rent feeling on your part is implied (feeling happy about some-
thing is the same as being happy about it). The favourable
assessment involved need not be a strong one. Being happy with
something is roughly equivalent to being satished or content with

' The distincrions which follow are common ones in the recent philosophical
literature on happiness. In one form or another, they can be found in Montague
L966~7; Austin 1968; Lloyd Thomas 1968; Benditt 1974; Tararkiewicz 1976, ch.
r; Kraur 1979; Telfer 1980, ch. r; McFall 1989, ch. 2; Nozick rofq, ch. 1o,
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it, 1.e. finding that it measures up reasonably well to some stand-
ard. The degree of endorsement in question falls well short of
enthusiasm or delight. Contrariwise, being unhappy with some-
thing means regarding it in an unfavourable light, though not as
an absolute disaster.

Feeling bappy. This contrasts with the first kind of happiness in
two principal respects: it involves an occurrent feeling and re-
quires no intentional object. Not guite grand enough to count as
an emotion, it is rather a mood of optimism or cheer which col-
ours vour outlook on your life and on the world in general, con-
centrating attention on everything that is positive and upbeat. The
feeling in guestion can range from mere contentment to a state of
intense joy or euphoria accompanying the unshakeable conviction
that the condition of vour life is just perfect, cthar things could not
be going better: the sky is blue, the birds are singing, you whistle
as vou walk down the street, everyone smiles at you, and all is
right with the world. Perhaps the most striking feature of this
euphoria is its sense of completeness: right here, right now you
have it all—nothing is lacking, nothing remains to be striven for,
vou are utterly at peace. There may be nothing in particular you
feel happy about (except perhaps your life in general); you just feel
happy. As an occurrent feeling, it tends to be short-lived {especially
at the level of bliss or rapture). Feelings of happiness are episodes
{moments, hours, days) in our lives, as fragile as they are wonderful.

The negative counterpart to this mood is feeling unhappy, down,
dejected, or depressed. In the grip of depression nothing seems to
be going right: your friends all harte you, your job is going no-
where, your clothes are boring, and it rains everytime you go out.
The depression may be free-floating, impossible to connect with any
specific object or stimulus; things just generally look black and
hopeless. Like joy or euphoria, bouts of severe depression may be
transitory, though they also have an unfortunare way of overstaying
their welcome, and when persistent may need to be addressed as
a clinical condition,

Elation and depression are the opposite poles of a continuum
which admits of many intermediate stops—you may be up burt not
euphoric, down but not suicidal. As long as vour mood is positive
we may say that you feel happy, when it is negative you feel un-
happy. Whatever its degree, the mood is composed in part of a
certain characteristic feeling: energy, vitality, and buoyvancy of spirit
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in the one case, lethargy and sickness of the soul in the other. The
feeling component of (this kind of) happiness and unhappiness
means that we can find these moods as well in other animals.
When I play with the dog next door he bounds in circles, his tail
wagging and his eyes bright: he is the very picture of joy. On the
other hand, when our car is sick she displays all the signs of
dejection: she mopes, curls up in a corner, refuses to eat, and cries
piteously. In human beings, with their greater cognitive capacities,
feelings of happiness and unhappiness may also have a judgemental
dimension, an assessment of our lives as going well or badly. But
even this assessment tends to be tied to the here and now: at this
moment everything seems just terrificfawful. Feelings of happiness
and unhappiness are frames of mind subject to fluctuation from
day to day, rather than settled judgements abourt the quality of our
lives.

Having a happy disposition/personality. While feeling happy is
an occurrent episode in your life, you may have a settled tendency
toward such positive moods. If so, then we may say that you have
a happy (sunny, cheerful, buoyant, upbeat) disposition, or that you
are a basically happy person. This is the sense in which animals
or infants can be happy, despite being incapable of sizing up their
lives as a whole. The opposite, of course, 1s a personality which
tends toward the gloomy, melancholy, grouchy, or misanthropic.

Being bappyihaving a bappy life. We come now to the notion
of happiness with which we will be principally concerned, that in
which you are (have been) happy or your life is (has been) a happy
one. Being happy in this sense means having a certain kind of
positive attitude toward your life, which in its fullest form has
both a cognitive and an affective component. The cognitive aspect
of happiness consists in a positive evaluation of the conditions of
your life, a judgement that, at least on balance, it measures up
favourably against your standards or expectations. This evalua-
tion may be global, covering all of the important sectors of your
life, or it may focus on one in particular {your work, say, or your
family). In either case it represents an athrmation or endorsement
of (some or all of) the conditions or circumstances of your life, a
judgement that, on balance and taking everything into account,
your life is going well for you.

Clearly this sort of prudential stocktaking is possible only for
creatures capable of assessing their lives as wholes, either at a time
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or over some extended period of time. The cognitive component
of happiness is therefore bevond the range of many subjects-of-a-
life, such as small children and non-human animals. However,
there 1s more involved in being happy than being disposed to think
that your life 1s going {or has gone) well. The affective side of hap-
piness consists in what we commonly call a sense of well-being;
finding your life enriching or rewarding, or feeling sansfied or ful-
filled by it." Because it is less cognitively demanding than a judge-
ment about how one’s life is going as a whole, it is what we have
in mind when we say that a child or an animal is happy, or is lead-
mg a happy life,

The further fearures of (this kind of) happiness can best be
elicited by comparing it with the other three dimensions. Because
of the wide range of objects with or about which you can be
happy, there is no lincar relationship between these attitudes and
happiness tout cowrt. You may award failing marks to a good
many states of affairs (the conduct of politicians, the state of the
environment, higher taxes) while still leading a happy life, and you
may persist in being unhappy despite thinking that the world in
general is not going too badly. The only interesting overlap be-
tween the two dimensions occurs when what you are happy with
is your life as a whole (or some sigmficant part of it). But even
here more is involved in being happy than the bare positive evalu-
ation; you must also experience your life as satisfying or fulfilling.

There is also no straightforward relationship between happiness
and feelings of joy or bliss. The latter are related to the former as
its contingent sources or ingredients: they will tend to make a life
a happier one, but they are not necessary for happiness. Nor 15 a
cheerful or ehullient personality; those of a more stoic or spartan
disposition can still affirm the conditions of their lives and find
them rewarding. The connections are perhaps stronger when we
turn to unhappiness. It is hard to be happy if enough periods of
one’s life are filled with depression or suffering, or if one is pre-
disposed to be gloomy and sour. But even here the occurrent
feelings contribute toward making us unhappy, and they may be
counterbalanced by other factors, such as a sense of hope or
purpose.

* Being unhappy is therefore a marrer both of evaluaring your life (or some part
of it} negatively, as failing to meet vour standards for it, and of experiencing it as
unsatisfying or unfulflling.
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What being happy shares with feeling happy is its affective
component—the experience of something (in this case your life as
a whole or some important sector of it} as worthwhile or reward-
ing. There is no sharp distinction berween them. Feelings of hap-
piness (especially intense ones) are generally short-lived, but they
are capable (at least in principle) of enduring for some time, at
which point they become difficult to distinguish from a settled
sense of satisfaction with the conditions of one's life,

Cur question before we embarked on these distinctions concerned
the relationship between enjoyment/suffering and happiness/
unhappiness. It should now be clear that the answer will depend
on which dimension of happiness we have in mind. The relation-
ship between enjoying something and being happy with/about it is
remote. To enjoy something is to find it agreeable or rewarding
for its own sake. Since this is possible only for your own experi-
ences, the range of things about which you can be happy is much
broader than those you can enjoy. Enjoyment also has an affective
component which may be entirely absent from this first kind of
happiness. If you are enjoying something then it follows that you
are happy with it, bur the converse does not hold.

Fecling happy, on the other hand, is much more closely related
to enjoyment (as feeling unhappy is to suffering). Like enjoyment,
a feeling of happiness is an occurrent (attitudinal and affective)
response to (what you perceive as) the conditions of your life—
one which i1s generally episodic, with a fairly definite duration. But
there are differences, Whereas enjoyment and suffering always
require intentional objects, feelings of happiness and unhappiness
can be non-referential. (Though perhaps when you are feeling
happy it is always true that you are enjoying yourself.) Further-
more, while the notion of enjoyment may be adequate for captur-
ing many happy feelings, it seems much too tepid for the heights
of rapture or bliss. Likewise, only the most extreme cases of feel-
ing unhappy (such as severe bouts of depression) would qualify as
genuine suffering,

Since the third kind of (dispositional) happiness reduces to the
second, we need not dwell on it. If you are a cheerful or optimistic
kind of person then you will be disposed to find your life experi-
ences enjoyvable, while if you are given to negativity and gloom
then they will tend to seem wearisome or bitter. A much more
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interesting question concerns the relationship between enjoyment
and the leading of a happy life. This is the prudentially important
sense of happiness, the sense in which the classical hedonists iden-
tified it with well-being. They thought that a happy life was “an
existence as exempt as far as possible from [suffering], and as nich
as possible in enjoyments’.” Were they right?

Enjoyment and suffering are certainly more intimately tied up
with happiness than are pleasure and pain. Once we confine the
latter to certain kinds of sensations, identified by their character-
istic feeling tone, then there is no future in the idea that a happy
life must contain a maximum of pleasure or a minimum of pain,
or even a balance of the former over the latter. But enjoyment and
suffering are still too episodic, too tied to experiences of specific
acrivities or conditions, to be identifiable with happiness and
unhappiness. It is certainly true that, ceteris paribus, having more
things you enjoy and fewer vou suffer from will make you hap-
pier. But there is no algorithm for computing your level of hap-
piness from the intensity or duration of your particular enjoyments
or sufferings. (It was the root mistake of the classical hedonists to
believe there could be such an algorithm.) Like pleasures and pains,
enjoyments and sufferings are typical sources of happiness and
unhappiness. But they are not the only such sources: success or
failure in the pursuit of your aims count as well. The desire theory
went wrong by treating desire-satisfaction not as one important
source of well-being but as constituent of its nature. Hedonism,
even the improved version which takes enjoyment and suffering as
its central notions, likewise confuses an important source of hap-
piness with its nature,

The notions of enjoyment and happiness come closest to con-
verging when the object of the former is one’s life as a whole,
either at a given time or over an extended stretch. It makes per-
fectly good sense to ask whether you are currently enjoying your
life, or whether you enjoyed some particular part of it. And that
is nearly the same thing as asking whether you are, or were, happy
at that ome. But not quite. For one thing, enjoyment understates
the judgemental component of being happy, the sense of your life
measuring up well against your prudential standards for ir. But it
even fails to capture the full range of the affective dimension of

* Mill 1969, 214; characteristically, Mill speaks here of pain rather than suffering.
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happiness, which can extend from bare contentment to deep ful-
filment. Enjoyment is simply too mild to cover the more intense
regions of this scale. (The opposite is true for suffering, which
overstates the blander feelings of discontent or ennui: ‘I certainly
wouldn’t say that 1 was suffering at that stage of my life; T just
wasn't very happy.”) We will do better at locating the attitudes we
are seeking here if we shift from the notion of enjoyment to some-
thing like satisfaction or fulfilment. The desire theory, of course,
uses these terms in its own way: a desire or preference is satisfied
just in case its object comes to exist. However, as we saw in the
previous chapter there is a logical gap between the fulfilment of
any of your desires and your fulfilment, a gap which is fatal to the
desire theory. We are now seeking this latter notion, not desire-
satisfaction but personal or life satisfaction.

This identification of happiness with life satisfaction is a theme
running through much of the recent philosophical literature on
happiness.” It is also the accepted presupposition of most empiri-
cal studies carried out by social psychologists, which attempt to
correlate levels of happiness with factors such as age, gender,
work conditions, marital status, and so on. Indeed, over the past
three decades or so a flourishing social-scientific industry has grown
up which is dedicated to the measurement of happiness, especially
on a social scale, and which construes happiness as life satisfac-
tion. In order to understand the motvation behind the emergence
of this industry, we must revisit the notion of economic welfare,
whose history we traced briefly in section 5.1. As we there noted,
this notion led economists to equate the welfare of a society with
the sum total of its goods and services, as measured by national
accounts such as per capita product or income.

It is probably fair to say that this equation of social productivity
and social welfare functioned rather more as an implicit working
assumption, shared by the vast majority of economists, planners,
and politicians, than as an explicit theoretical commitment. lts
most important, and most evident, manifestation was the growth
ethic: the conviction that in the economic sphere more must be
better. After all, since social welfare is a matrer of the national pro-
duct, and since economic growth entailed increased productivity,

" See Austin 1968, 59-6o; Benditt 1974, B fL; Tararkiewicz 1976, ch. 2; Telfer
r98e, ch. 1; McFall rafg, 15 ff.; Wozick 1o8g, r1o-14.
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growth could not fail to increase social welfare. This optimistic
creed began to be subjected to serious challenge in the 1970s.”
What united the various sceptics about the growth ethic was the
developing suspicion that the quarter-century of continually rising
productivity which the developed capitalist societies of the West
had experienced since the Second World War had failed to yield
a comparable increase in social welfare, The main result of their
challenge was to remind economists of some basic truths: (1) for
both individuals and societies, economic welfare is not a distine-
tive kind of welfare burt thar part of overall welfare which depends
on economic activity; (2) personal income or wealth is not con-
stitutive of individual welfare, nor is it a reliable indicator of it;
(3) national income or product is not constitutive of social welfare,
nor is it a reliable indicator of it.f

If the economic growth debate managed to expose the implau-
sibility of merely identifying welfare with income, it did not point
to any unigque corrective. Social scientists who were concerned to
devise indices of social welfare differed in the extent to which they
were prepared to deviate from the previous orthodoxy. The small-
est adjustment involved moving to a more sophisticated set of
national economic accounts, perhaps by incorporating some meas-
ure of the distribution of income or allowing for the role of ex-
ternal amenities and disamenities.” In principle, the analysis of the
economic welfare of entire societies, particular social strata, and
even individuals, could become very subtle indeed. But as a profile
of social welfare such an analysis continues to be constrained by
its employment of a monetary metric. Any source of well-being
which cannot be brought into relation with the measuring-rod of
money falls through its net.

For departures from the tradition of economic accounting we
must look to what has come to be known as the ‘social indicators
movement’."" Broadly speaking, a social indicator is any piece
of statistical evidence which can be reliably correlated with the

" Early doubts were voiced in Galbraith res8. Thereafter, the critics included
Mishan 196+ and 1977, Easterlin 1974, Scitovsky 1976, Hirsch 1977, and Abramo-
vitz 1979,

Y Cf, Sen's critique of the commeodities account in 5. 3.3, above.

" See, for example, Merriam 1968 and Sametz 1968,

W Useful analytic and historical overviews can be found in Carley rof: and
Missel 1984; see also Social Indicators Research, the movement's leading dedicated
journal,
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welfare of those to whom it applies. Like welfare itself, indicators
can be either subjective or objective, the former if they measure
people’s perceptions of the quality of their lives, the latter if they
map external social conditions which standardly affecr thar qual-
ity for better or worse. Since economic indicators are themselves
objective, some continuity with the old tradition 1s preserved if
they are merely supplemented by other objective indicators not
themselves measurable in monetary terms. This expanded system
of national accounts, both economic and non-economic, can then
be used to chart the narure and extent of social change."

Programmes of social accounting employing a wide array of
objective indicators have been launched by a number of national
governments and international organizations.” But all of these
programmes suffer from the same fundamental weakness: what-
ever the indicators used, they will correlate only weakly with in-
dividuals® perceptions of the quality of their lives. As Richard
Easterlin put it, in an influential discussion:

One may arttempt to use ‘objective’ indexes such as consumption, nutri-
tion, or life expectancy to infer happiness. Or one may seek to pauge well-
being from various behavioral indicators, for example, measures of the
prevalence of socal disorganization {delinguency, suicide, and so forth).
Ultimarely, however, the relevance of such measures rests on an assumed
connection between external mamifestations and internal states of mind—
in effect, on a model of human psychology. And if it is feelings that count,
there 15 a real possibility thar subjective reports may contradice the “ob-
jective’ evidence. To social scientists, and especially economists, this can
be frustraring."

Some social scientists have coped with this frustration by mak-
ing a virtue of necessity. If objective indicators correlate poorly
with people’s subjective reports of their own well-being (which
they do), then we need better techniques for collecting and quan-
tifying such reports. Enter the survey researchers, with their expertise

"' This is the aim of the contributions to Sheldon and Moore rg&8.

'* See, for example, Orpanization for Economic Co-operation and Development
1973, 1982, rol6; a short overview of the QECD programme may be found in
Nissel 1984, For its part, the Unired Nations has devised a Human Development
Index (HDI} for its member countries which averages three component indices
measuring life expectancy, education, and income. Fach of these indices, in tarn,
can take into account a number of relevant indicarors.

Y Fasterlin 1974, 117
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in administering questionnaires and conducting interviews."* The
subjective indicators of well-being are the responses which can be
elicited by these techniques. The indicators are subjective because
what they measure are not the exfernal circumstances of people’s
lives but their own perceptions of how well those lives are going—
their ‘perceived well-being’ or ‘assessed quality of life’ or what we
are calling their life satisfaction. As Angus Campbell puts it:

When individuals themselves evaluate their well-being, they . . . depend on
the quality of their own experience, their feeling of being happy and
contented, their sense of well-being. In this definition well-being 1s entirely
subjective, known directly to the individual person and known to others
only through that person’s behavior or verbal report.”™

To the social scientist who is interested in quantifying welfare,
whether individual or social, the subjectivity of the resulting data
may be a nuisance:

People are able to describe the quality of their own lives, not as precisely
or with as great a degree of interpersonal comparability as one mighe like,
but with a kind of direct validity that more objective measures do not
have. Subjective experiences can only be measured subjectively, and we
will have to accept the degree of imprecision this requirement implies.'

It is that ‘direct validiry” which makes the nuisance worth tolerating:

we cannot understand the psvchological quality of a person’s life simply
from a knowledge of the circumstances in which that person lives. There
are many good reasons for knowing the context of people’s lives—their
environmental condition, their economic status, their work life—but none
of this information gives us more than a partial explanation of why some
people find their lives enjovable and satisfying and some do not.”

In one respect the evidential base furnished by subjective indi-
cators is markedly narrower than that of the objective social ac-
counts, since it relies entirely on survey results. But in another
respect it is, at least potentially, much richer. At the simplest level,
subjects can be asked for a global self-assessment ("How do you

¥ Some of the principal advocates of subjective indicators are Campbell and
Converse 1972, Strumpel 1974 and ro76, Andrews and Withey rg76, Campbell
et al. 1976, and Campbell 1981, Overviews of this wing of the social indicators
movement may be found in Carley 19871, 34 ff., and Hankiss 1983, For an acces-
sible mtroduction to the business of researching happiness, see Myers 1992,

L Campbell 1981, 14. * Ihid, 1z. 7 Ibid. 1.
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feel about your life as a whaole?’), the available answers being
arrayed on a scale which runs from highly positive (*Delighted’) to
extremely negative (‘Terrible’)."® But survey questions can also be
directed at particular sectors or domains of the respondent’s life
(‘How do you feel about vour home/marriage/family/neighbour-
hoodfwork, etc.’). Subjects can be allowed to determine for them-
selves which domains of their lives are most important to them,
based on their own schedule of concerns; these then figure as the
principal sources or ingredients of their well-being. Since their
personal priorities need not reflect the demands of public policy,
survey results can (and typically do) cover a much broader range
than even the most generous set of objective indicators. Further-
more, the priorities reported by a subject can be operationally
tested by determining which of the subject’s domain assessments
actually have the greatest influence on her global assessment of her
well-being.

The shift from objective to subjective indicators, as a means of
assessing well-being or quality of life, reflects a number of assump-
tions, implicit or explicit: (1) that welfare is subjective, (2} that it
is either identical with or at least closely related to happiness, (3)
that happiness consists in life satisfaction, and (4) that people’s
self-assessments provide the most reliable measure of how satisfied
they are with their lives, or with particular sectors of their lives.
We have by now ample reason to accept (1), and the earlier part of
this section has made a case for (3). What about {4)? Are people
generally reliable informants about their own levels of happiness
or life satisfaction?

It is easy to think of circomstances in which subjective reports
cannot be trusted. For one thing, if subjects misconstrue what is
being asked of them then their self-evaluations may be irrelevant,
Subjects are being invited to report how happy they are, or how
well they feel their lives are going for them—in other words, to
assess the prudential value of their lives. As we know (from sec-
tion 1.3}, lives can be evaluated along a number of different di-
mensions: prudential, to be sure, but also aesthetic or perfectionist
or ethical. Subjects are not being asked for self-assessments along
any of these other dimensions except in so far as they affect their
level of life satisfaction. They are therefore not being asked whether

" This particular {seven-point) scale is used by Andrews and Withey 1976,
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they think they are leading good lives, as measured by aesthetic,
perfectionist, or ethical standards (or any other non-prudential
standards, for that matter).

There is no fixed level of correlation among these various evalu-
ative dimensions, even when they are all assessed by the subject
himself. Someone may, for instance, think that his life has only a
middling value on some or all non-prudential scales, but none the
less be highly satisfied with it, perhaps because he cares little
about leading a good life, or because his expectations for his own
performance are modest, or because he feels he is doing the best
he can under unpropitious circumstances. Contrariwise, a subject
may rate himself highly in some or all of these non-prudential
terms but not feel particularly happy with his life, perhaps because
his self-imposed standards for living a good life are too demand-
ing. For most of us, our degree of felt satsfaction with our lives
will reflect, to some extent and along with many other things, how
artistic or self-realized or virtuous we consider ourselves to be,
When asked to rate their level of life satisfaction subjects are not
expected to abstract from these further possible dimensions of
self-assessment; on the contrary, they are invited to take anything
into account which bears on their happiness. But they are ex-
pected to report how well they feel their lives are going for them
and not from some external standpoint.'”

Even when a subject has got the question right, his report may
fail to reflect his true state of mind because it is insincere. He may,
for instance, be influenced by a (conscious or unconscious) desire
to measure up to some self-imposed standard or some (perceived)
expectations on the part of others, as a result of which he tells us
not how happy he actually is but how happy he thinks (or he
thinks we think) he oughr to be. There is considerable experimen-
tal evidence which suggests that subjects systematically overstate
their levels of life satisfaction, so as to represent themselves to
others {and perhaps also to themselves) as happier than they ac-
tually are.”™ To the extent that this phenomenon is uniform it need

" In practice, getring subjects to understand the question, and thus excluding
irrelevant responses, does not seem much of a problem. When subjects are asked
how they feel abour their lives as a whole [or some specific domain therein}, and
when they are offered pus.liihll: responses which range from ‘Delighted’ o "Terri-
ble', they seem ro have no difficulty in discerning what would be appropriare by
way of a self-assessment.

M Ger Matlin and Stang 1978, chs. 9 and 10,
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cause few problems, since the scale on which levels of happiness
are measured can be adjusted to compensare for exaggeration. But
it is unlikely to be uniform: some subjects will be more candid
in their self-evaluations than others. However this may be, self-
assessments will be reliable indicators of happiness only when they
are frank and honest.

Finally, people’s subjective reports about their life sansfaction
can be coloured by their transitory moods. Recall the distinction
drawn earlier in this section between feeling happy and being
happy: the former is an occurrent episode in a life while the latter
is a relatively stable response to the conditions of that life. When
you feel happy everything looks rosy, including your life as a
whole; contrariwise, when you feel despondent or depressed then
nothing seems to be going right. Clearly an assessment of your
happiness will look very different depending on the state of mind
in which it 1s undertaken. The solution to this possible distortion
by passing mood is to seck self-assessments which are considered
or reflective—that is, consistent over time and representing your
settled view of your level of life satisfaction.”

In short, people’s self-assessments tend to be reliable when they
are relevant, sincere, and considered. Of course, it is never possi-
ble to eliminate all sources of bias or distortion in self-reporting.
But it is also worth keeping in mind that in determining how
happy people are we are not solely dependent on what they say.
We can also refer to behavioural signs (happy people tend to act
happy} as well as second-person assessments by knowledgeable
others (happy people tend to look happy to their friends and
relations). In the case of very young children, as well as non-
human animals, we have nothing but this non-verbal information
on which to rely. Despite all of the foregoing epistemic problems,
by and large we have a reasonably high level of confidence in our
ability to determine how happy (or unhappy) subjects are. There
15 no reason of principle to think that this confidence is misplaced,
any more than our similar confidence in our ability to determine
what subjects want or believe on the basis of what they say and
do. The real philosophical problems lie elsewhere, not in reliance

! Survey researchers try to correct for this kind of distortion by asking subjects
for self-assessments at variously spaced intervals. What they have found is thar
sibjective reports rend to show a high level of consistency over time (see Myers
199, 29,
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on subjects as authoritative sources concerning their own happi-
ness but in the bearing of this information on an assessment of
their well-being. Those who have taken the subjective turn in the
social indicators movement think that their data measure not merely
the happiness or life satisfaction of their subjects but their welfare
as well {see assumption (2}, above). We must now ask whether
they are right.

6.2 AUTHENTICITY AND AUTONOMY

So far we know that happiness, or life satisfaction, is a positive
cognitive/affective response on the part of a subject to (some or all
of) the conditions or circumstances of her life. Whar remains to be
decided is whart all of this has to do with well-being. The simplest
relationship between happiness and welfare would, of course, be
identity—which is the operational assumption of the ‘subjective
indicators’ school. However, there are two serious impediments in
the way of accepting this assumption.

The first impediment is the possibility of mistake. However
relevant, sincere, and considered a subject’s self-assessment, it may
still be based on a factual error. Happiness {or unhappiness) is a
response by a subject to her life conditions as she sees them. It is
a matter of whether she is finding the perceived conditions of her
life satisfying or fulfilling. Bur what if her perception of important
sectors of her life is a misperception? What if she is deceived (by
others or by herself) abour them? Suppose, tor instance, that her
happiness depends in part on the loyalty and affection of a partner
who in fact is merely using her for his own purposes. When she
discovers the truth she will, of course, be miserable. But what are
we to say of those months or years during which she was deluded?
She was certainly happy then, bur was her life going well for her?

We have returned here to the state-of-mind/state-of-the-world
issue for subjective theories which we explored in section 4.2. If
we identify well-being with happiness, and if we treat happiness
solely as a function of a subject’s experience of her life, then the
result will be a mental state theory of welfare.” It will not be a

% Assuming that we interprer ‘experience’ here intentionally rather than
cxtensionally; see s. 4.3.
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version of hedonism, in the strict sense of that term, since we have
resisted a reduction of happiness/funhappiness to pleasure/pain.
However, it will encounter the same objections as hedonism, since
it will still assess a subject’s well-being entirely ‘from the inside’
with no reference to the actual conditions of her life. If those ob-
jections are decisive, as we earlier decided they are, then this simple
identification of welfare with happiness—of well-being with ‘per-
ceived well-being—must be rejected.

For those who think that there i1s some interesting connection
between welfare and happiness, there are two ways to go from
here. One is to modify the foregoing account of happiness in such
a way as to ensure thar it is not a mental state account. This could
be done by adding the condition that a person’s positive evalua-
tion of her life will count as (real or true) happiness only if it is
based on beliefs about the world which are true (or at least jus-
tified). Given the implausibility of any such condition, as part of
an analysis of happiness, the number of philosophers who have
defended it is rather surprising.”’ Consider the woman who for
months or years has believed in, and relied on, the devotion of a
faithless and self-serving partner. Her belief concerning a crucial
condition of her life—a state of the world—was false. Whether it
was also unjustified depends on the evidence of the deception
which was available to her, whether or not she chose to take it on
board. But let us assume, for the sake of the example, that there
were sufficient cues for her to pick up, had she not been blinded
by love. If you ask her during this period whether she is happy,
she will say that she is; if you ask her whether her life is going well
for her she will say that it is. If you ask her how she sees the same
period after the delusion has been exposed, she will probably say
that it now seems to her a cruel hoax and a waste of that part of
her life. Clearly she now thinks that her hfe was not going well
then; she has retrospectively re-evaluared her well-being during
that period. But will she now deny that she was bappy then? To
do so would seem a mistake, a rewriting of a piece of her personal
history. She may resent the fact that her happiness was bought at
the price of an elaborate deception, but happy she was all the
same. Wasn't she?

Y See, for instance, Tararkiewicz 1976, ch. 2; McFall 1989, chs. 2 and 3;
Mozick to8q, ch. 1o,
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For berter or worse, happiness does seem to be a mental state,
dependent on how we see our lives and not (necessarily) on how
they really are. Where our assumptions about the conditions of
our lives turn out to be mistaken, therefore, happiness and well-
being may part company. Why then would philosophers be tempted,
counterintuitively, to add a truth (or justification) condition to
their conception of happiness? Here is one line of thought which
could lead them to do so. Begin by being a welfarist—one who
thinks that well-being is all that ultimately matters for ethics,
Then take the further step of thinking that well-being consists in
happiness. You might then be disposed to think that any putative
happiness which is based on delusion cannot be the genuine arti-
cle, since it is not worth pursuing. Real or true happiness must
therefore involve not just a positive assessment of one’s life, bur
also a well-grounded one.™

Subscribing to a state-of-the-world analysis of happiness just in
order to preserve the identity with welfare is a desperate and ill-
fated measure. The better way to go is to accept that happiness is
a state of mind and give up the simple identity. Whatever further,
epistemic conditions are appropriate will then be part of our con-
ception of welfare, rather than our conception of happiness. But
which epistemic conditions are appropriate? The strongest candi-
date would be a truth or reality requirerment, which would stipu-
late that happiness counts as well-being only when it is based on
a view of the conditions of our lives which is free from factual
error. As we saw earlier (sections 4.2 and 4.3}, this stipulation
would be unreasonably puritanical. We do not invariably reassess
earlier periods of happiness in this austere manner once we realize
the extent to which they depended on false beliefs about states of
the world: the intentions of a lover, the integrity of a public figure,
the prospects of success at a new enterprise, or whatever. We
always have the alternative available of accepting the good times
we enjoyed with little or no regret and then moving on with our
lives. In my younger days | derived much comfort from the con-
viction that the course of my life, and of the world as a whole,
was being directed by a benevolent deity. When [ could no longer
sustain this illusion I did not disavow the earlier comfort I derived
from it; it got me through a difficult period of my life. When we

* This linc of thought is evident in McFall 198g, 23,
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reassess our lives in retrospect, and from a superior epistemic
vantage point, there is no right answer to the question of what our
reaction should be—that is surely up to us, Because a reality require-
ment stipulates a right answer—any happiness based on illusion
can make no intrinsic contribution to our well-being—ir must be
rejected as presumptuously dogmartic, It seems even more dogmatic
from a third-person standpoint: who are we to dictate that the
solace someone else finds in a comforting fantasy should counr for
nothing?

A justifiability requirement would be weaker than a reality re-
quirement, since it would not discount the meaning brought to
our lives by assumptions which, though false, were at least reason-
able under the circumstances, Assuming that we can agree on
standards of reasonable belief, a justfiability requirement would
have the mild advantage of moving closer to the subject’s point of
view concerning the conditions of her life, but in reserving well-
being exclusively for the rational it is not much less arrogant than
the stronger demand for truth. Once again it presumes to dictate
to individuals how much their deviations from an ideal epistemic
standpoint should matter to them. But that is for them to decide.

We can take a somewhat different direction with this issue if we
recall a lesson learned from our earlier treatment of the desire
theory (section 5.2). In order to bring desire-satisfaction more
closely into hne with welfare, desire theorists commonly stipulate
that our preferences must be informed. We had difficulty locating
the rationale for this requirement within the context of the desire
theory. It is imposed in order to eliminate mistakes about the
objects of our desires, thus to avoid outcomes in which getting
what T want makes me worse off {or at least fails to make me
better off). Whenever this happens, however, it appears that we
could just as well say thar satisfying the desire in question made
me to that extent better off, but it also frustrated other, more
important desires, so that on balance [ ended up worse off. As we
said earlier, the desire theory seems perfectly capable of explaining
why the satisfaction of misdirected desires may go badly for me
without imposing the requirement that my preferences be informed.
All it needs to do 1s bring into play my full hierarchy of preferences.

Now, however, we are talking not about desire-satisfacrion bur
about personal satsfaction, where this is interpreted as an endorse-
ment or affirmation of the conditions of one’s life. In this context
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there is an evident rationale for requiring that the endorsement in
question be informed. After all, what we are seeking is an ad-
equate subjective theory of welfare, one on which the subject’s
point of view on her life is authoritative for determining when that
life is going well for ber. By connecting welfare with happiness we
have interpreted that point of view as an endorsement or affirma-
tion of the conditions of her life. When that endorsement is based
on a clear view of those conditions, we have no grounds for
questioning or challenging its authority: in this respect, the indi-
vidual is sovereign over her well-being. But when it is based, wholly
or partly, on a misreading of those conditions then its authority
is open to question, since it is unclear whether or not she is en-
dorsing her life as it really 1s. Where someone is deceived or de-
luded about her circumstances, in secrors of her life which clearly
matter to her, the question is whether the affirmation she professes
is genuine or guthentic. In order for a subject’s endorsement of her
life to accurately reflect her own priorities, her own point of view—
in order for it to be truly bers—it must be authentic, which in turn
requires that it be informed.

At this point an information requirement could be pushed in the
direction either of a reality requirement (ideal information) or a
justification requirement (reasonable belief given the information
available). Since either of these directions would be incompatible
with the individual sovereigney which characterizes a subjective
theory, we must find some other way of determining how well
informed a subject must be in order for her happiness to count
also as her well-being. The place to start is with a (slightly) dif-
ferent question: when is (more) information relevant? The obvious
answer, on a subjective account, is: whenever it would make a
difference to a subject’s affective response to her life, given her
priorities. Return to the case of the woman who, for a while, lives
in ignorant bliss with a faithless partner. Her endorsement of her
life lacks information about his character and intentions. Is this
information relevant? It is if her possessing it would undermine
that endorsement. There are, therefore, two possibilities, which open
up once she has been undeceived. One is that she re-evaluates how
well her life was going (#or how happy she was) during the period
of deception: ‘I thought everything was going so well, but now I
can see that it was all a farce.” In that case, the discount rate she
now imposes on her carlier assessment of her well-being determines
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how relevant the information was. The other possibility is that she
does not care: ‘C’est la vie; at least he was charming and we had a
lot of fun.” Here the information turns out to have zero relevance,
since that is the status she confers on it.” _
The problem with reality or justification requirements is that
they impose uniform discount rates on everyone alike: happiness
has no prudential payoff unless fully informed, or 1s discounted at
a steady rate as it becomes less informed. The relevance of informa-
tion for a person’s well-being is a personal matter to be decided
by personal priorities; there is here no authoritative public stand-
ard. 5till, the problem remains that the self-assessments which
individuals report cannot merely be taken at face value; we need
to know whether they are authentic. The best way to capture the
condition they must sarisfy is to say that they are defeasible—that
15, they are authoritative unless we have some reason to think that
they do not reflect the individual's own deepest priorities. Where
someone'’s endorsement of his life is factually uninformed, or misin-
formed, that gives us one reason for doubting its authority (whether
it 1s a sufficient reason depends on whether the endorsement will,
or would, survive the acquisition of the missing information).
Factual error is not, however, the only possible reason for ques-
noning the prudential authority of self-assessments, nor is it the
most important. To push the frontiers of our account a little fur-
ther we will do well to return to some criticisms of subjective
theories which have been nicely articulated by Amartya Sen. As
we noted earlier (section 3.3), Sen has two main reasons for reject-
g all accounts which equarte welfare with wtiity: (1) by reducing
welfare to pleasure, desire-fulfilment, or any form of felt satisfac-
tion, such theories fail to capture its evaluative dimension, and (2)
because of the malleability of personal preferences, they leave
individual well-being too sensitive to such extraneous factors as
social conditioning. By now, of course, we have left Sen’s principal

“ The same options are available in the extreme case of illusion, namely the
experience machine (see s, 4.2). A subject who recognizes the illesion, in retrospect,
may respond by regretting having passed that period of her life floating in a tank
or, alternanively, may embrace the experiences which were artificially induced for
her ("Too bad it wasn't real, bur it was a gag’). The extent to which the illusoriness
of the experiences matters for an individual’s well-being therefore depends on the
extent to which she decides (or would decide) to make it marter. By the same
token, plugging into the machine for a strerch of time {assuming it is foolproof)
may be differentially attractive for different folks,
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targets—hedonism and the desire theory—far behind. Furthermore,
the account of happiness with which we are currently working
insulates it against Sen's first criticism, since it incorporates a
cognitive/judgemental element, namely, the subject’s endorsement
of the conditions of her life in the light of her own standards.™

Sen’s second criticism, however, remains to be addressed. Its
importance cannot be overstated; it is surely the main reason for
questioning the adequacy of any subjective theory of welfare,
whatever its constituent ingredients, and for favouring more ob-
jective accounts. It is worth repeating Sen’s own statement of the
problem:

A person who has had a life of misfortune, with very lictle opportunities,
and rather lictle hope, may be more easily reconciled to deprivations than
others reared in more fortunate and atfluent circumstances. The metric of
happiness may, therefore, distort the extent of deprivation, in a specific
and biased way. The hopeless beggar, the precarious landless labourer,
the dominated housewite, the hardened unemployed or the over-exhausted
coolic may all take pleasures in small mercies, and manage to suppress
intense suffering for the necessity of continuing survival, but it would be
ethically deeply mistaken to artach a correspondingly small value to the
loss of their well-being because of this survival straregy.”’

This problem cannot be met by merely stressing the cognitive/
judgemental aspect of happiness, since the extent to which people
endorse the conditions of their lives will depend on their expecta-
tions for themselves, which are notoriously subject to external
manipulation through mechanisms of conditioning, indoctrination,
or socialization. Clearly the requirement that endorsement be
empirically informed will not suffice to exclude these social influ-
ences on the standards by which people judge how well their lives
are going; the problem here is rooted not in the adequacy of
people’s factual information but in the malleability of their per-
sonal values. There seems to be nothing in the theory so far which
would rule out finding fulfilment in forms of life which are erivial
or exploitative or demeaning,.

** Tn fact, the account we are in process of constructing is remarkably similar to
{some aspects of] Sen’s own view. Recall the role which he assigns to (personal or
social) valuations in determining the importance of various functionings, and his
1.1£|: of self-assessment as a means of eliciting those valuations.

" Sen 1:33?.:;., 45—6. As noted in s, 3.3, Sen's own account appears vulnerable
to this criticism, See also Jon Elster's anal} 515 of :Ld:t]:rrlu: preference formation’ in

Elster 1932,
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Once again those who wish to defend a tight relationship be-
tween happiness and welfare could choose to hang tough. They
could, for instance, question whether self-assessments made under
such conditions can be counted as sincere or considered, thus
whether they are reliable indicators of happiness. Or they could
question the extent to which such forms of life can be truly sat-
isfying. Can we really say that ‘the hopeless beggar, the precarious
landless labourer, the dominated housewife, the hardened un-
emploved or the over-exhausted coolie” are happy with the con-
ditions of their lives?*® Is happiness compatible with a sense of
insecurity or hopelessness, with being beaten down or exhausted?
There is certainly merit in emphasizing the likelihood that lives
conducted under these conditions will manifest signs of stress,
anxiety, or depression—all of which are antithetical to life satis-
faction. However, these lines of response scem to understate the
seriousness of Sen’s problem. A subject’s ability to recognize a
demeaning or dehumanizing life as such itself depends partly on
the extent to which she has been able to emancipate herself from
extraneous influences; effecting that emancipation is one of the
purposes of consciousness-raising or psychotherapy. The insidious
aspect of social conditioning is precisely that the more thorough
it is the less its victims are able to discern its influence on their
judgements abour their lives.

It is in response to Sen’s problem that some philosophers have
embraced a kind of hybrid theory, which combines subjective and
objective components. After all, if the problem lies with the stand-
ards which people use to assess their lives, what remedy could be
more straightforward than to stipulate what those standards should
be? When cast in terms of happiness, the general form of the
hybrid view would be that something can contribute to a subject’s
well-being (directly or intrinsically) only if (1) the subject finds it
satisfying or fulfilling, or endorses it as an ingredient in her life,
and (z) it is independently valuable. Given the way in which we
have drawn the objective/subjective dichotomy, any such view is
still technically subjective, since its first condition preserves the
necessity of the subject’s positive attitude toward the condition
in question.” However, the second condition introduces a value

* It is, however, enough for Sen’s poine if they are happier than they should be.
* On the analysis of subjectivity in 5. 2.2, a theory is subjective if it treats the
subject’s favourable attiude roward something as a necessary condition of the
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requirement into the analysis of well-being which is reminiscent of
objective theories. Hybrid views of this sort are at least as old as
Aristotle, who held that the prudential value of pleasure depends
on the value of the activity which it accompanies.” On one inter-
pretation, ]. 5. Mill committed himself to a similar view in his
celebrated distinction berween higher and lower pleasures, the
former being those derived from activities given a high rating by
a panel of ‘competent judges™.’’ More recently, Martha Nussbaum
has urged Sen to move his own analysis in an Aristotelian direc-
tion, a suggestion to which he has declared himself open in prin-
ciple.” Other versions of a hybrid view have been defended in
recent years by Joseph Raz and Ronald Dworkin.™ Such a view is
also hinted at by James Gritfin's requirement that desires be “formed
by appreciation of the nature of their object’, a requirement he
uses to exclude the pursuit of aims whose desirability we find
unintelligible,™

As a response to the problem of the malleability of people’s
standards of self-assessment, a value requirement is the counter-
part of the reality requirement which we considered earlier as a
remedy for factual mistake. Here the subject is presumed to be
mistaken not about some state of the world but about the value,
from an independent standpoint, of some condition of his life; he
takes that condition to be more, or less, valuable than it really is,
A value requirement, however, i1s even more questionable than a
reality requirement, since it presupposes that there is an evaluative
analogue to empirical truth or reality: a right answer to every
question about value. How are we to determine which aims or
activities or forms of life really are valuable? Can we rank them
in terms of value? And who are *we’? The enlightened élite? Mill’s
‘competent judges'? Philosopher kings? There is also the question
of which independent evaluative standpoinr is to be brought into
play here. Clearly, if circularity is to be avoided, it cannot be

thing being beneficial for him. It need not also teeat it as a suthcient condition, and
most subjective theories will not do so. The hybrid theory differs from other, more
orthodox, subjective theorics by virtue of adding an independent value condition.

W Nicomackean Ethics, Book 10, ch. 5,

A Mill 1o69, ch. 2. For a defence of this interpretation, see Brink 1992; Brink,
however, concludes thar Mill holds an objective conception of welfare.

% Musshaum 198E; Sen 1993, 46—9, " Raz 1o46, ch. 12: Dworkin 1990

¥ Grithn 1986, chs. 1 and 23 see esp. n, 29, 323~4. Derek Parfir also sugpesis
a hybrid view, without explicitly endorsing it, in Parfit 1984, appendix L
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prudential value. Are ways of life to be compared in terms of their
ethical value? That would seem to reverse the order of priority
between ethical and prudential value in a way reminiscent of the
private ownership theory (section 3.1). Their aesthetic value? That
would lead to an unappealing aestheticism which subordinated
well-being to artistic accomplishment. Their perfectionist value?
This option looks ne more appealing in this context than it did as
a self-standing account of welfare: it just does not seem true that
my life automatically goes better for me if the goals [ am pursuing
rank higher rather than lower from this external standpoint.™
Even if all these additional problems could be resolved in some
satisfactory way, a value requirement still seems objectionably
dogmatic in imposing a standard discount rate on people’s self-
assessed happiness. Again it helps to think abour retrospective
assessments of earlier periods of one’s life. Suppose that as a young
adult you worked for some vears on a project—training for the
priesthood, let us say—to which you were strongly committed.
During that period your happiness, and your well-being as yowu
then saw it, fluctuated in part with your success or failure at this
project. Now, having achieved (what you regard as) greater ma-
turity, and having revised your values somewhat, you reassess that
pursuit as less valuable than you once thought. You do not, and
should not, reassess your level of happiness during that earlier
stage of your life. What about your level of well-being? Will vou
automatically conclude that your life was going worse at that time
than vou then thought it was? Or might you conclude that, while
vou were engaged in a pursuit which you could not now take
seriously, none the less that was not a bad way to spend your life
then? As in the case of gaining retrospective empirical enlighten-
ment, there seems to be no right answer to the question of how
to respond to shifts in personal values or standards: at the ex-
tremes you can either write off some earlier part of your life as a
complete waste or accept it as an essential component of your past
identity {*It’s not who I am now, but it's who I was then’). Many

* Taking up any of these options would, of course, make prodential value
dependent on some other value dimension. Thar would be faral to the programme
of welfarism, which takes prudential value to be the sole foundational category for
ethics. However, the implications of a value requirement for welfarism are no
reason o reject it as part of a descriptively adequate theory about the nature of
welfare,
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intermediate options berween these extremes are also available;
which one you choose to embrace is surely up to you.

When we undertake a retrospective reassessment of our lives we
still judge the earlier part from the vantage point of our later
standards. Thus from the first-person standpoint the question never
arises of the bearing on our well-being of values which, however
objectively ‘correct’, we never accept. To raise this question we
need to take a second-person point of view on someone else’s life.
S0 suppose that your son decides to train for the priesthood, or
join a rock band, or do something else which you, being more
mature and enlightened, know to be objectively worthless. Is bis
life going worse for bim during this period because of your know-
ledge of its lack of independent value? To say so seems incredibly
presumptuous; surely that is a judgement which must be left for
him (someday) to make.

If a value requirement is too strong, then we could try a justi-
fication requirement, again on the analogy with factual mistake.
On this approach the prudential value of a subject’s life would be
discounted, not by the extent to which 1t lacked independent value,
but by the extent to which the subject’s belief in its value was
unreasonable under the circumstances, But it should be clear by
now that all of these reality/value and justification requirements
are unacceptably patronizing and puritanical in their implications
concerning the quality of people’s lives. What we need instead is
a counterpart to our earlier information requirement, with the
defeasibility it implies for individual self-assessments. And once
we begin to reflect on Sen’s problem, its solution, within the frame-
work of a subjective theory, seems pretty clear. Why are we reluc-
tant to take at face value the life satisfaction reported by ‘the
hopeless beggar, the precarious landless labourer, the dominated
housewife, the hardened unemployed or the over-exhauosted coolie’?
Presumably because we suspect thar the standards which their self-
assessments reflect have been artificially lowered or distorted by
processes of indoctrination or exploitation. In that case, the obvi-
ous remedy is to correct for the conditions under which their
expectations about themselves came to be formed. The problem is
not that their values are objectively mistaken but thar they have
never had the opportunity to form their own values at all. They
do not lack enlightenment, or insight into the Platonic form of the
good; they lack autonomy,
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Let us say, then, that (self-assessed) happiness or life satisfaction
counts as well-being only when it is autonomous. But when is
that? Luckily we will not need to invent a theory about the nature
of autonomy to build into our theory about the nature of welfare.
Because of its central role in both the Kantian ethical tradition and
the liberal political tradition, autonomy has been the object of
much philosophical attention—nearly as much as welfare itself.
Developing an adequate theory of autonomy is doubtless just as
difficult as developing an adequate theory of welfare, and deserves
equally extended treatment, However, we can afford to be brief,
since recent work on the nature of autonomy has illuminated the
themes appropriate to our needs,

Etymologically, the root idea of autonomy is self-rule or self-
direction. In its original use (by the Greeks) it applied not prima-
rily to individuals but to polities such as city-states, where it had
more or less the same meaning as our modern notion of sover-
eignty. Nowadays, however, the concept of primary interest to
philosophers is that of personal autonomy. What has been carried
over from the political to the personal realm is the core notion of
managing one’s own affairs, of not being subject to the will of
others. A person is autonomous when her beliefs, or values, or
aims, or decisions, or actions are, In some important sense, ber
own. There is therefore an evident connection between autonomy
and what we have been calling authenticity. We have said that a
subject’s affirmation or endorsement of her life is made from her
own point of view, is truly bers, only when it is authentic, The
demand that self-evaluations be authentic flows from the logic of
a subjective theory, which grounds an individual’s well-being on
her {positive and negative) attitudes. One side of this demand is
the requirement that subjects be informed about the conditions of
their lives. The other is the requirement that they be autonomous. ™

Authenticity is a core element in the concept of autonomy, just
as subject-relativity is a core element in the concept of welfare. But
it is not sufficient to yield a theory about the nature of autonomy,
since it is the common property of all rival theories.”” Where these

* Scoccia 1987 also argues that well-being requires autonomy; however, he does
so within the framework of a desire theory of welfare, Scoceia’s aceount of au-
tonomy incorporates the requirement thar desires be informed.

17 See, for example, Dworkin 1988, 12-13: “There is then a natureal extension
to persons as being autonomous when their decisions and actions are their own;
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theories part company is on how this core element is to be explic-
ated, just as competing theories of welfare offer divergent inter-
pretations of subject-relativity. Two main types of theory have
predominated in the recent philosophical literature on autonomy,
On one approach a person’s values count as her own if she has
identified with them, or acknowledged them as her own, or en-
dorsed them as ber standards for the conduct and assessment of
her life. This process of identification requires the capacity for
critical reflection on one’s aims or goals. This capacity is ofren
expressed in terms of a hierarchy of desires or preferences.” First-
order desires take as their objects actions of the agent or states of
the world; second-order desires take as their objects frst-order
desires. On this hierarchical view to endorse or accept a first-order
desire is to make it the object of a second-order desire.

The model of a hierarchy of desires has come under justified
attack as a way of explicating the process of an agent’s critical
reflection on, and identificarion with, her goals or values.” Critics
have pointed out that a second-order desire not to have a certain
first-order desire i1s, on the face of i, just a conflict of desires.
There seems, so far, no reason to assume that the former is more
critical or reflective than the latter, nor that the subject identifies
more with it."" This problem with the hierarchical model could
presumably be rectified by stipulating that the higher-order pro-
cess includes an element of critical reflection on lower-order aims.
It will then be appropriate to say that it can issue in an endorse-
ment or acknowledgement of these aims, and not merely a desire
for their perpetuation. But a deeper problem remains. Whatever
the specification of the second-order reflective process, the gues-
tion can be raised whether the values or standards under which it
is conducted have themselves been accepted autonomously. After

when they are self-determining.” Compare Christman 19971, 1: *Virtually any ap-
praisal of a person’s welfare, integrity, or moral status, as well as the moral and
political theories built on such appraisals, will rely crucially on the presumption
thar her preferences and values are in some important sense her own,”

" As in Dworkin 1988, ch. 1; Haworth 1986, chs. 2 and 3t Young 1986, chs.
4 and 5. The hierarchical model of desires is derived feom Frankfurt 1971, who
used it, however, to explicate not antonoemy but free will.

% See, for example, Thalberg 1978, Friedman 1986, Scoccia 1987, and Christran
1991,

i This criticism is reminiscent of Sen's rejection of the desire theory on the
pround that it fails 1o capture the evaluative dimension of welfare (see 5. 3.3).
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all, if a system of indoctrination is sufficiently thorough then it
will be capable of structuring not only an individual’s life goals
but also the values to which she appeals in reflecting on these
goals. Thus the ‘dominated housewife’ may accept her subordinare
status as the appropriate social role for a woman.

At this stage an infinite regress threatens. The higher-order process
of critical reflection was introduced in order to distinguish autono-
mous from heteronomous aims or goals. Now that the same dis-
rinction is needed for values or standards, do we move to a yet
higher level {about which the same questions can be raised)? The
analysis of autonomy which highlights the psychological process
of identification, and which therefore requires the capacity to step
back from and assess one’s goals or values, seems to be on the right
track as far as it goes. But it cannot tell the whole story about
autonomy. For the rest of that story we need another approach.

The rival theory looks not to whether an agent has identified
with a particular life goal but to the process by which that goal
was adopted in the first place. As John Christman has purt it, ‘what
is crucial in the determination of the autonomy of a desire is the
manner in which the desire was formed—the conditions and fac-
tors that were relevant during the (perhaps lengthy)} process of
coming to have the value or desire’. As a result, ‘the central focus
for autonomy must make particular reference to the processes of
preference formation, in particular what makes them “manipula-
tve™ in a way crucially different from “normal” processes of self-
development’."" Christman conrrasts this historical approach with
(what he calls) “time-slice’ theories which confine attention to the
attitude the subject noe has to the value or desire in question.
Explicating autonomous aims or goals in terms of the history of
their formation seems an apposite response to Sen’s problem. After
all, the reason we are reluctant to take at face value the level of
lite satisfaction reported by Sen’s beggars, labourers, and house-
wives is that we are suspicious of the socialization processes by
means of which they have internalized the standards they use in
assessing their lives. Why not then just stpulate what these pro-
cesses must be?

' Christman 1991, 10 (emphasis in original). CL. Elster 1082, who argues “the
need for an analysis of the pewesic of wants’ (237, emphasis in original), and
Scoccia 1987 ‘desires are autonomouns in virtue of their formation, not content’
15940
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The solution cannot, however, be quite as simple as that. As
Christman himself acknowledges, the historical approach is not
complete until it has offered some means of distinguishing be-
tween ‘manipulative’ and ‘normal’ processes of the formation of
desires or values. How is this distinction to be drawn? We must
keep in mind here that all of our aims, values, and ideals will have
been influenced to some extent by our peculiar personal histories
and the socialization processes which have shaped us; none of us
developed in a social vacuum. This, presumably, is what Christman
means by ‘normal’ processes of self-development. How, then, are
we to identify the processes which depart from the norm? Intui-
tively, a socialization process seems manipulative when it compro-
mises or fails to respect the autonomy of its subject, by denying
the subject the opportunity for critical reflection on the process
itself and its outcome. But if this is the right answer then the
historical approach to autonomy needs to be supplemented by the
kinds of resources offered by the hierarchical model. Roughly speak-
ing, an autonomy-preserving socialization process will be one which
does not erode the individual’s capacity for critical assessment of
his values, including the very values promoted by that process itself.

The incompleteness of the historical approach 1s also shown by
people’s ability to come to accept autonomously values which
were initially formed by non-autonomous means, Imagine a young
man raised in a religious community which strictly limits informa-
tion about other ways of life and points of view (let us say thatit
forbids the teaching of modern physics or biology). Since this looks
like a paradigm instance of indoctrination, his acceprance of his
community’s values would be paradigmatically non-autonomous.
Suppose, however, that he then gains access to the outside world
for an extended time (he is accepted at a large urban university),
during which he fully confronts the modern world's challenges
to his community’s way of life, After a period of doubt and inde-
cisionn he decides to reaffirm his commirment to that way of life.
Despite the fact that his values have a rainted history, we would
not wish to exclude the possibility that his present endorsement of
them counts as autonomous. In that case, the history of the initial
formation of a valve or goal cannot tell the whole story about its
autonomy.

It appears, therefore, that neither of the currently dominant
theories about the nature of autonomy is self-sufficient. Theories
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which emphasize the importance of identification must provide
some reassurance that the agent’s values or standards have them-
selves been autonomously adopted, while theories which look
backward to this formation process must require preservation
of the capacity for critical distance and reflective assessment.™
However the details of a fully adequate view are worked out in
the end, the implications for our theory of welfare are clear. Self-
assessments of happiness or life satisfaction are suspect (as meas-
ures of well-being) when there 1s good reason to suspect that they
have been influenced by autonomy-subverting mechanisms of so-
cial conditioning, such as indoctrination, programming, brainwash-
ing, role scripting, and the like. Since these are all socialization
processes, and since we are all historically embedded selves, the
practical question becomes how much emancipation from her
background and social conditions a subject must exhibit in order
for her self-assessment to be taken ar face value. As in the case of
the information requirement, the best strategy here is to treat
subjects’ reports of their level of life satsfaction as defeasible—
that is, as authoritative unless there is evidence that they are non-
AULONOMOUS.

On a subjective theory, individuals are the ultimate authorities
concerning their own welfare. Their self-assessments are therefore
determinative of their well-being unless they can be shown to be
inauthentic, i.e. not truly theirs. The requirements that these as-
sessments be informed and autonomous spell our the conditions of
authenticity. A person’s own view of her life satisfaction carries an
initial presumption of authenticity, and thus of authority. It can be
mistaken, even deeply distorted. But it must be shown to be so
before we can have any ground for discounting it.

6.3 A THEORY OF WELFARE

Our remaining task is to pull together the threads of the theory
we have developed and to integrate it into the themes of earlier

** The mutual dependence .of the two approaches has been at least partially
recognized by their advogates. On the one hand, the hierarchical analysis in Dworkin
1ofl includes a condinion of *procedural independence’, which means roughly thar
identification must not have been influenced by conditions which subvert or impair
the agent’s critical and reflective capacities. On the other hand, the historical
account developed in Christman rggr requires thar the formarion process for a
value or desire be free of factors which inhibit self-reflection.
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chapters. First, a recapitulation of the ground covered in this
chapter. We have been exploring the linkages between welfare and
happiness. The latter notion, we have found, can be equated with
life satisfaction, which has both an affective component (experi-
encing the conditions of your life as fulfilling or rewarding) and a
cognitive component (judging that your life is going well for vou,
by vour standards for it). The best way of determining people’s
happiness levels is to ask them, and a sophisticated methodology
for eliciting self-assessments of life satisfaction has been developed
by social scientists. However, an individual’s report will accurately
reflect his perceived happiness only if it 1s relevant (focused on the
prudential dimension of the value of his life), sincere (uninfluenced
by the desire to maintain a particular social image), and consid-
ered {uncoloured by transitory feelings of elation or depression).
The question then is whether happiness, as so measured, is iden-
tical to well-being. We have found two reasons for thinking that
It 15 not: a person’s self-evaluation may not be informed and it
may not be autonomous. In either case it is inauthentic, in that it
does not accurately reflect the subject’s own point of view., Wel-
fare therefore consists in authentic happiness, the happiness of an
informed and autonomous subject.

This theory of welfare as authentic happiness™ is clearly sub-
jective, since it makes a subject’s well-being dependent on his
[positive or negative) attitudes. In section 2.2 we laid out the four
variables to be specified in any subjective analysis of welfare: (1)
the objective features of things by virtue of which they evoke {z)
some attitude on the part of {3} some reference group of subjects
under (4) some set of normal conditions. Because we are here
dealing with prudential value, there is only one plausible candi-
date for slot (3): the welfare subject himself. Different subjective
theories then diverge in their instantiations of variables (2) and
{4), thereby determining different contents for (). The happiness
theory interprets the relevant attitude (2) as the subject’s endorse-
ment of the conditions of his life, or his finding them satisfying or
fulfilling, and specifies authenticity as its normalizing condition
{4). The resulr is an analysis on which some condition of a sub-
ject’s lite is {directly or intrinsically} benehcial for him just in case

¥ To avoid needless repetition, in what follows [ will drop the qualifier thar
happiness must be authentic except where it is demanded by the context, It is, how-
ever, to be understood as applying throughout.
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he authentically endorses it, or experiences it as satisfving, for its
own sake. The intrinsic sources of welfare will be whatever con-
ditions of subjects’ lives elicic this response.

Like all subjective theories of welfare, the happiness theory
preserves the analogy between welfare and perceptual properties.
A subjective analysis of any perceptual property must also furnish
values for four distinct variables: (1) the objective features of things
by virtue of which they evoke (2) some characteristic mode of
experience on the part of (3) some reference group of subjects
under (4} some set of normal conditions. To say that colour, for
instance, is a secondary quality is therefore to say that it consists
in a power or disposition on the part of objects with certain
primary qualities to evoke certain visual experiences under certain
circumstances on the part of creatures with a certain perceptual
apparatus. Whether colours, or any other perceptual properties,
really are secondary qualities in this sense remains, of course, to
be determined. However this may be, we now have good reason
to think thar welfare {or, more accurately, the property of being
intrinsically beneficial) /s a secondary quality: a power or dispo-
sition on the part of some conditions of our lives to evoke the
appropriate positive attitude on our part. This dispositional analy-
sis of prudential value also connects it with similar accounts which
have been offered of other evaluative dimensions, including ethical
value.™ (It is, of course, completely agnostic on the gquestion of
whether such an analysis is appropriate in any of these other
cases.)

Preserving the analogy between welfare and secondary qualities
may not be thought to be a happy result for a subjective theory.
Subjective analyses of perceptual properties have frequently been
criticized on the ground that the values for variables (3) and (4}
cannot be supplied without covertly presupposing the objectiviry
of the property in question, Consider, for example, a typical
dispositional analysis of colour according to which an object is red
just in case it looks red to standard observers under normal con-
ditions. Who are to count as standard observers? Those who are
not colour blind, i.e. to whom things look (under normal condi-
tions) to have the colour they really have. Whar are to count as
normal conditions? Those under which things look (to standard

M See, for instance, McDowell 1985, Railton 1984, and Brower 1993,
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observers) to have the colour they really have. Specifying the ref-
erence group of perceivers and the conditions of perception for a
subjective analysis of redness thus appears to presuppose the logi-
cal priority of being red to looking red, so that the dispositional
formula really analvses the latter in terms of the former.™

The same objection can be raised against a subjective account of
welfare.” On the account we have developed, welfare consists not
merely in happiness but in happiness as experienced by informed
and autonomous subjects. When does a subject count as informed
and autonomous? When what she experiences as satisfying, or
endorses as a part of her life, really is prudennally valuable for
her. But then being valuable is logically prior to being endorsed as
valuable, in which case the latter cannot provide an explication of
the former.

Whether subjecnive accounts of perceprual properties can be
defended againse this circularity objection is a matter which need
not be decided here. However, the form which such a defence will
take in the case of a subjective analysis of welfare is by now clear.
The aim of such an analysis is to ground an individual’s well-being
in her attitudinal point of view on the world. This has been ac-
complished only when a subject’s responses to the conditions of
her life are authentic, i.e. truly hers. The requirements that her
responses be informed and autonomous flow from this basic de-
mand of authenticity. If a subject’s endorsement of some particu-
lar (perceived) condition depends on a factual mistake, or results
trom illusion or deception, then it is not an accurate reflection of
her own underlying values. And if those values have been engi-
neered or manipulated by others then they are not truly bers. The
specifications of who is to count as a “standard observer” and what
is to count as ‘normal conditions’ are therefore entailed in this
case by the narture of subjectiviry irself, The happiness theory there-
fore has the resources to rebut accusarions of circularity, or of the
covert presupposition of some objective account of welfare.

In Chapter 4 we followed standard practice by distinguishing
two types of subjective theory: those on which welfare is solely a
matter of the subject’s states of mind and those on which it is

¥ For an influential version of this argument, see Sellars 1o546, s [I1

“ It has been raised by Ripstein 19593 against preference-based accounts of
practical rationality; his critique would apply with equal torce against a subjective
account of any dimension of value, including welfare.
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additionally a matter of some states of the world. Classical hedonism
is a mental state theory, vulnerable to objections from illusion or
deception for this very reason. The desire theory is a state-of-the-
world theory, since whether or not a desire is satished is a marter
of how the world goes. In some important respects the happiness
theory resembles hedonism, most obviously in its endorsement of
an experience requirement: according to the theory, it is a neces-
sary condition of a state of affairs making me better off {directly
or intrinsically) that it enter into my experience. It was the absence
of an experience requirement which was faral to the desire theory.,
However, in an equally important way the happiness theory sides
with the desire theory against classical hedonism. Since it also in-
corporates an information requirement (as part of its condition of
authenticity), it is a state-of-the-world theory. That T experience a
state of affairs is necessary in order for it to benefit me, bur {since
the experience may be illusory or deceptive) it is not sufficient,
The happiness theory is therefore ‘something in between” he-
donism and the desire theory, avoiding both the former’s solipsism
and the latter’s disengagement from our lived experience. Is it
therefore superior, as an account of welfare, to both of its rivals?
To answer this question we must revisit the acceprance criteria
which we laid out in secrion 1.2. Since we are seeking a descrip-
tively adequate theory, the basic requirement is that of fidelity to
our ordinary concept of well-being and our experience of it in our
everyday lives. Since the happiness theory is subjective, it easily
passes one important part of the fidelity test. As we have repeat-
edly stressed, the prudential value of a life s its value for the
individual whose life it s. A descriptively adequate theory must at
least preserve the subject-relativity of welfare, but it should also do
more. It should provide an interpretation of this subject-relativity,
by explaining whart it means for a life to be going well not just in
itself or from some other standpoint but for its subject. This is, of
course, the demand that objective theories of welfare are unable
to meet. Subjective theories sarisfy it by referring to the subject’s
attitudinal point of view; in the case of the happiness theory, that
point of view is made up of the values or standards which the sub-
ject uses in determining whether her life is satisfying or fulfilling.
The authenricity requirement, which is an essential part of the
happiness theory, guarantees that the operative point of view in a
subject’s self-assessments of her happiness is genuinely hers.
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Determining just how well the happiness theory fits our many
preanalytic judgements about welfare would be a complex, and
probably endless, task. However, it is possible to point to the
ways in which its fit is superior to that of its subjective rivals. We
found classical hedonism to be deficient both in its preoccupation
with the episodic feelings of pleasure and pain {or enjoyment and
suffering) and in its mental statism. The happiness theory avoids
these pitfalls by shifting attention to the more global attitude of
happiness or life satisfaction and by introducing an information
requirement which is capable of overriding subjective reports of
happiness. On the other hand, the desire theory failed because
of its rejection of an experience requirement, which opened up
a logical gap berween the satisfaction of a person’s desires and
ber satisfaction. By incorporating an experience requirement, and
shifting to the notion of personal satisfaction, the happiness the-
ory is able to distinguish berween those desires which, when
satishied, make a subject’s life go better and those which do not.
Being ‘something in between’ hedonism and the desire theory—
more reality-based than the former and more experience-based
than the latter—thus enables the happiness theory to make better
sense of at least many of our judgements about well-being.

A further component of fidelity was adequate hit with the role
which welfare plays in our common-sense psychology, and espe-
cially rejection of the thesis of psychological egoism. Since our
own well-being is just one possible end of action for us, a theory
of welfare must not imply thart all intentional action 1s, or must be,
self-interested. Avoiding this implication is a potential problem for
both hedonism and the desire theory, the former because it can be
tempting to try to derive prudential {or ethical) conclusions from
a hedonistic psychology, and the latter because every rational acrion
(which maximizes preference-satisfaction) threatens to be self-
interested by definition. Ar first glance, it might appear to be a
problem for the happiness theory as well, since it makes a person’s
well-being depend on her autonomously adopted values or stand-
ards. On this view, how could an autonomous agenr fail to be
acting in her own interest whenever she pursues her own ends or
goals, whatever these may be? The answer to this question is given
by the relevance condition for subjects’ reports of their own hap-
piness. Subjects are being asked to reveal how well they feel their
lives are going for them, not for self-assessments in any other
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value dimensions (except in so far as their self-rating in these
dimensions affects their level of life satisfaction). The personal
values which are pertinent to an individual's happiness are pru-
dential ones. An autonomous agent is therefore free also to em-
brace aesthetic, perfectionist, or ethical ideals whose pursuit may
conflict with her well-being,

Besides the basic test of fidelity, we developed three more spe-
cific criteria of descriptive adequacy for theories of welfare: gen-
erality, formality, and neutrality. Taking these in order, a theory
of weltare must first be general or complete, by virtue of covering
all of the different sorts of welfare assessments we make. We
earlier sorted these assessments into two categories: those which
situate a subject ar some particular welfare level and those which
chart a subject’s gains or losses (movement from level to level).
Both types of assessment may be either positive or negative: some-
one’s life may be going well or badly, and a change may be for
the better or worse. There seems no reason to think that the
happiness theory will have any problem with any of these types of
judgement: in general, people seem capable of determining both
how satisfied they are with their lives and whether some particular
development has made them more or less so. In explicating the
happiness theory we have focused almost exclusively on welfare
rather than illfare, happiness rather than unhappiness. But the
analogous treatment of these latter notions is straightforward,
resting as it does on the negative counterparts of personal satisfac-
tion and endorsement. A life is therefore going badly for someone
when she (authentically) experiences its conditions as unsatisfying
or unfulfilling, or disclaims or disowns them.

Our everyday welfare assessments also include interpersonal
comparisons, both of levels of well-being and of gains and losses:
I am doing better/worse than you, benefited morefless than you
from the recent budget provisions, and so on. How these various
kinds of comparisons are to be interpreted and supported is too
large a topic to be dealt with adequately here. This is an area in
which subjective theories are commeonly considered to be at a
disadvantage vis-d-vis their objective counterparts; when the pref-
erence theory was riding high in the social sciences it was even
thought to entail that interpersonal comparisons were impossible.
Such comparisons are now commonplace in the research into hap-
piness or life satisfaction carried out by the ‘subjective indicators’
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school. Ordinary people always seem to have managed them easily
on a daily basis. What we rely on in the straightforward cases is
a rich vein of information, both verbal and non-verbal, about the
way other people’s lives are going for them. The hard cases are
ones in which, for one reason or another, our information base is
thin. This sometimes happens because we find the other relatively
opaque, as when we attempt to compare ourselves with members
of very different cultures or with people who have serious mental
or physical disabilities. Where we are unable to represent to our-
selves how the life of the other i1s for him, from the inside, then
we may be at a loss to decide whether that life is better or worse,
for him, than ours is for us.

The problem of opacity is exacerbated when we move beyond
the realm of human subjects, The final dimension of generality is
that a theory provide some plausible rationale for delimiting the
class of core welfare subjects, plus some illuminating explanation
of what makes other subjects peripheral. For the happiness theory,
the minimal wherewithal for having a welfare is being a subject
who is capable of being satisfied or unsatisfied by the conditions
of one’s life. In the case of paradigm human subjects with complex
cognitive capacities, more is necessary as well: their judgements
about the quality of their lives must be authentic. Where these
more sophisticated skills are absent, the sine gua non is the base-
line ability to experience one’s life, in the living of it, as agreeable
or disagreeable.”” The most primitive form of this ability is the
capacity for enjoyment and suffering, or for pleasure and pain. If
we call this capacity semtience then we may sav that on the hap-
piness theory the class of core welfare subjects is populated by all
sentient creatures.

This leaves some important kinds of creature on the periphery:
all non-sentient animal species (as well as plants), human embryos
and feruses up o a cerrain stage of prenatal development, and
persons who have permanently lost the capacity for conscious

It a creature 15 incapable of acting inauthenrically, then the authenticity re-
quirement is erivially satisfied. Can non-human animals respond inauthentically to
the conditions of their lives? Can this be true, for instance, in the case of domestic-
ated animals whose atfective responses have heen deliherately engineered, for our
convenience, so as o lead them to be sarished by ways of life which are unnatural
v them? IF so, then the authenucity requirement will apply (non-trivially) in those
cases as well, and it may not be safe 1o conclude that an amimal is faring well juse
because it is happy.
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awareness. The happiness theory entails that none of these crea-
tures has a welfare of its owns no change in their condition could
make them either better or worse off. Yet in each case it is easy
to see why the class of beings in question is only a short (but
crucial) step away from counting as a welfare subject. The prim-
itive capacity for experiencing pleasure and pain appears to be the
exclusive property of vertebrate animals.® Although this means
that neither invertebrates nor plants can have an affective point of
view, as living beings they do have natural tendencies which can
be either enhanced or frustrated, which is why we can speak of
them as either flourishing or languishing, and of conditions as
being either good or bad for them. Strictly speaking, however,
what is at stake for non-sentient organisms, and what we are
capable of affecting for better or worse, is not their well-being bur
their excellence or perfection as specimens of their kind (see sec-
tion 3.4).

The earliest stage of fetal development at which sensitivity to
pain is possible seems to be just beyond the midpoint of preg-
nancy, more or less at what currently counts as the stage of viahil-
ity.” Before they reach the threshold of sentience, and therefore
count as core welfare subjects in their own right, human embryos
and fetuses also have natural developmental tendencies which can
be furthered or retarded and which make it possible for us to
speak of their good (though not their well-being). Where they
differ from non-sentient animals is in their potential for develop-
ing into core welfare subjects. While this potential gives them a
particularly intimate relationship to such subjects, it does not make
them subjects in their own right.

Finally, in contrast to the desire theory, the happiness theory
implies that the dead, no longer having lives to experience as
either satisfying or unsatisfyving, can have no welfare of their own.
For our purposes ‘the dead’ includes not only all those whom we
would unreflectively classify as such but also those who satisfy
contemporary criteria for brain death, though their respiration
and circulation may continue to be artificially supported, and
persons in a persistent vegetative state who have irreversibly lost
the capacity for consciousness, including the most basic sensations

* Rose and Adams 1989; Smith and Boyd 1991, ch. 4. The latter makc a tent-
ative case for including cephalopods as well,
¥ Sec Anmand and Hickey 1987,
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of pleasure and pain.”" Pre-sentient fetuses and the dead are both
temporally connected to core welfare subjects, but in opposite
directions: while the former may have subjectivity in their furure,
the latter have it in their past.

The happiness theory also renders a decision on the question of
the status of collectivities as welfare subjects. In company with
other subjective theories, this account has located well-being firmly
within the lives of individuals with the appropriate affective and/
or cognitive capacities. Any talk, therefore, of the welfare of groups,
if 1t 1s not merely metaphorical, must be interpreted as referring to
the aggregate or collective well-being of their members, Collectivities
have no interests to be promoted beyond those of individuals.

The criterion of formality requires that a theory not confuse the
nature of well-being with its (direct or intrinsic) sources; a theory
must offer us, not (merely) a list of welfare sources, but an ac-
count of what it is for something (anything} to be such a source.
Clearly the happiness theory offers such an account: a condition
of someone’s life counts as an intrinsic source of well-being for her
just in case she authentically endorses it, or finds it satisfying, for
its own sake. The subject-relativity of prudential value requires the
reference to the subject’s own endorsement. However, it does not
prevent us from generalizing over the conditions which will stand-
ardly be experienced as intrinsically rewarding or fulfilling by
creatures who share a common nature (such as us). The happiness
theory is therefore capable of generating a set of standard hunian
goods: such items as health, mental and physical funcrioning,
enjoyment, personal achievement, knowledge or understanding,
close personal relationships, personal liberty or autonomy, a sense
of self-worth, meaningful work, and leisure or play. These items
should look familiar, since they commonly turn up on the lists of
human goods invoked by objectivists. Each of these goods has
enormous instrumental value for us, since each is the condition of
realizing many other goods in our lives (for one thing, the items
on the list are mutually interdependent). And each i1s something
whose relative value in our lives may vary considerably from person
to person: you may place much greater store on achievement or
success and less on maintaining close personal relationships than

" For rhe crireria of brain death, see Ad Hoc Committee 1968 and Consultants
rgf1. A description of persistent vegetative state, and a distinction between this
condition and brain death, can be found in Cranford 1988,
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I do. But for each item on the list it is plausible to say that every-
one cares about it to some extent for its own sake, thus that its
presence in a life makes that life to some extent more satisfying or
fulfilling, quite apart from its instrumental value. If asked why it
should be that just these goods achieve the status of intrinsic
sources or constituents of our well-being, the only intelligible answer
is: because that is the kind of creatures we are.”

Because subjective theories of welfare are formal, they have the
advantage over objective theories of being able to explain why the
list of standard prudential goods contains just these items and not
others. They are also able to explain why the relative importance
of these goods can vary so much across individuals as well as
cultures. But the happiness theory has a further advantage over its
principal rivals, each of which focuses on one of these generic
goods to the exclusion of the others. For the teleological theory
the highlighted item is mental and physical functioning, for clas-
sical hedonism it is enjoyment, for the desire theory it is personal
achievement. The root problem with all of these theories is the
same: they all attempt to build a formal theory about the nature
of welfare around one of its standard intrinsic sources. Only the
happiness theory provides a general rubric capable of explaining
the prudential significance of all of these goods, as well as many
others.

Finally, neutrality requires that a theory not exhibit any bias in
favour of some particular list of goods or some favoured way of
life. Objective theories have difficulty with this requirement, since
they tvpically stipulate a pattern of the good life for all members
of a particular natural kind {such as us). For subjective theories
neutrality is generally not an issue, unless they incorporate some
objective elements, either overtly or covertly, The kind of hybrid
theory considered, and rejected, in the previous section makes
explicit room for a ranking of forms of life on some independent
(non-prudential) scale, thereby threatening to violate neutrality, But
subjective theories can be non-neutral in subtler ways, by rigging
their normalizing conditions so as to ensure sclection of some
predetermined set of goods. The happiness theory avoids this trap
by deriving its information and autonomy conditions from an

' The analogous list of intrinsic prudential goods for members of other species
will likewise he determined by their nature,
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authenticity requirement, which is in turn entailed by subjectivity
itself. It will therefore endorse as prudentially valuable whatever
ways of life are found to be fulhlling by informed and autonomous
subjects. No independent restrictions of content are imposed.™

One implication of a neutral theory of welfare is that ways of
life which we regard as trivial or demeaning or depraved can, in
principle at least, be prudentially valuable for their subjects. Where
the happiness theory is concerned, there s no way of excluding
the possibility, for any such way of life, that it can be endorsed by
an informed and autonomous subject. However, we can have pretty
good empirical reasons for thinking that, say, a life of servility or
subservience is rarely embraced under conditions of full informa-
tion and autonomy; in fact, the ways in which the conditions of
such a life compromise and subvert antonomy form our principal
objection against it. In other cases, such as a life devoted to warch-
ing daytime talk shows or pursuing a career in the sex trade, we
may have to discipline ourselves not to make a priori assumptions
about the degree of autonomy manifested by those who make
choices which we find persenally distasteful. At any rate, an open
mind and a willingness to attend to the specifics of people’s particu-
lar circumstances seems less patronizing than simply assuming that
the lifestyle in which they are engaged, besides failing to measure
up on some other value dimension, is also necessarily bad for
them.™

In summarizing the criteria of descriptive adequacy in section
1.2, we constructed the following profile of the ideal theory of
welfare: it will be faithful to our ordinary assessments of well-
being, including the role they play in our common-sense psycho-
logy, it will cover all core cases and provide a principled resolution
of peripheral cases, it will not confuse welfare with its sources or
ingredients, and it will be free of distorting bias. We also noted the
obvious implication that any comparison of candidate theories
will be multidimensional, leaving open the possibility that a theory
may satisfy some criteria better than others, thus that there may

" The neutrality of the happiness theory is guaranteed in part by the ‘content
neutrality” of the conception of autonomy which it incorporates; see Scoccia 1987,
s94; Dworkin 1988, ch. z; and Christman 1gy1, 22-3.

“ Scarre 199z argues that ar least some disrcputable lifestyles—those which
involve the enjoyment of others' sutfering—are bad tor us because they erode the
basis of our 5t|F—rf!i]::-u1:r. I am less sanguine.
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be no theory which fully sausfies them all. Having reviewed all of
the principal contenders, we are now in a position to exclude this
possibility, The happiness theory scores no worse than any rival
theory on any criterion and better than all of its rivals on most.
It therefore provides us with the best picture of the nature of

welfare,



Welfarism

WE began our inquiry with two questions: Whar is welfare? And
how much does it marter for ethics? Answering the first question
has taken us down a long and winding road which finally led to
the happiness theory developed in the previous chapter. The time
has now come to put this theory to work, by turning from the
nature of welfare to its ethical value.

Welfarism is the view that nothing but welfare matters, basic-
ally or ultimately, for ethics; it i1s therefore a normative theory about
the foundations of morality, Nowadays it is decidedly a minority
view: most philosophers reject it, either implicitly or explicitly, in
favour of other foundationalist {or ano-foundationalist) options.
Perhaps it deserves its fate; we shall see. But I venture to suggest
that, latterly ac least, it has not had a fair hearing, since the case
against it has typically presupposed a distorted and misleading
picture of what welfare is. The currently dominant theories of wel-
fare are the ones we considered earlier—objective theories, hedon-
ism, the desire theory—and found to be inadequate. Since one or
another of these same theories tends to be assumed when the
merits of welfarism are debared, it 1s not surprising thar the view
has recently won few friends—if that is what welfare is, then it
could not possibly represent the fundamental point of ethics.

Welfarism deserves to be tested on the basis of the best available
theory about the narure of welfare. Having thar theory in hand
will greatly facilitate the rest of our inquiry, since it will enable us
to isolate the real issues at stake berween welfarists and their op-
ponents. But who are the opponents? To answer that question we
first need to take a closer look at what is invelved in being a
welfarist,

Ethical realisrm. Welfarists believe thar there are right answers
to questions in ethics, answers which can, at least in principle, be
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discovered and defended by means of evidence and argument. This
form of ethical realism is epistemological rather than metaphys-
ical; epistemological realists are free to be agnostic as to the onto-
logical status of values or other ethical entities or properties.

Ethical theory. The function of an ethical theory is to reveal the
deep structure underlying and unifying the surface diversity of our
moral thinking—the set of aims or principles which constirutes the
overall point or rationale of it all. Welfarists believe that the project
of theory-building in ethics is not futile or misguided.

Foundationalism, The concepts we employ in our moral think-
ing can be sorted into a few general categories: the axiological
(good and bad, better and worse), the practical (ought and should),
the deontological (duties, rights, justice), the aretaic {virtues and
vices), and so on. Welfarists believe thar the structure of the best
moral theory will assign priority to just one of these categories by
using it to derive and justify all of the others.

Thke priority of the good. One possible foundationalist structure
for an ethical theory will install axiological principles on the ground
floor and use them to support a deontological and/or aretaic super-
structure. On rhis picture the ultimate point of ethics is to bring
about intrinsically valuable states of affairs, or to make the world
go well. Welfarists affirm the priority of the good.

Agent-neutrality, A value is agent-neutral if everyone has a rea-
s0n to promote it, or at least to want it to come about; it is agent-
relative if that reason is restricted to those specially connected to
the value in some way (e.g. because it is theirs).! Welfarists believe
that the foundarional values in an ethical theory are agenr-neutral
in this sense.

Each of these methodological assumptions is controversial, n-
deed quite unfashionable these days. However, they will serve
nicely to sharpen our characterization of welfarism. Someone who
shares them all thinks that the foundation of ethics consists in
a theory of the good: a list of foundational agent-neutral values
whose pursuit and promotion is the point of the whole ethical
enterprise. Welfarism s a theory of the good whose list of foun-
dational values contains a single item: well-being. Since being a
welfarist requires subscribing to all of the foregoing points, it is

' For an explication of agent-neurrality {and agent-relativity), see Parht 1984,
r7, and MNagel o868, 1523, 158-61,



186 Welfarism

easy to be an anti-welfarist: one need only reject any one of them.
There are therefore many possible varieties of anti-welfarist: anti-
realists, anti-theorists, anti-foundationalists, deontologists who af-
firm the priority of the right, virtue theonsts who affirm the priority
of virtue, axiological dualists who hold that some foundational
values are agent-relative, and so on. Dealing with all of these op-
ponents would require us to settle some of the deepest and most
persistent problems in the metaphysics and epistemology of morals.
To simplify the issues at stake, we will concern ourselves with only
one class of anti-welfarists: those who share all of the welfarist’s
assumptions about ethics but support a rival theory of the good.
This very narrow focus will of course limit the appeal of our dis-
cussion, since advocates of many popular contemporary views about
ethics will think that we are wasting our time asking the wrong
question. On the other hand, if we are able to make a strong case
for welfarism then that may suggest that their dismissal of the
question has been a little premature.

A theory of the good can take two possible forms: it 1s monistic,
if it includes only one item on its list of foundational values, or
pluralistic, if it makes room for more. Welfarism is monistic; its
rivals are therefore both other monisms and any form of plural-
ism. The first two sections of this chapter consider these rivals in
that order. Betore we proceed any further, however, a cautionary
note 1s in order. In the history of ethics, at least in its modern
period, welfarism has been defended most insistently by urilitar-
ians. Some may fear, therefore, that to accept welfarism is to
become a utilitarian. This fear is misplaced: although utilitarians
are necessarily welfarists, welfarists are not necessarily utilitarians.
In order to be a card-carrying utilitarian you must accept two fur-
ther commitments, in addition to welfarism. The first commitment
is to consequentialism: the idea that the righr consists in maximizing
some measure of overall or collective welfare.” The second commit-
ment is to aggregation: the idea thar collective welfare consists in
the sum total of individual welfares. It is possible to be a welfarist
without being either a consequentialist or an aggregationist;
the view that well-being is the foundational value for ethics can
therefore be shared by both deontologists and virtue theorists.’

* For a fuller characterization of consequentialism, see Sumner 1987, 5 6.1,

* For an example of a welfarist deontology, see Finnis 1980, chs. 3-5. Aristotle
defended a welfarist virrue theory (ar least in his own view of i)



Welfarism 187

Deontologists are free to reject the maximization of aggregate wel-
fare as the root of all evil, while still maintaining that the under-
lying rationale of duties and rights is the protection of (individual)
interests. Likewise, virtue theorists can hold that dispositions are
ethically meritorious in proportion to their tendency to promote
well-being, whether that of the agent or others. If urlitarianism
happens to be your favourite moral theory then you are certainly
welcome to keep its particular structure in mind as we proceed.
But we will be working at a deeper level of ethical theory-building,

7.1 THE CASE FOR WELFARISM

On such a fundamental question in ethical theory we cannot ex-
pect proof bur only, as J. 5. Mill famously pur it, ‘considerations
... capable of determining the intellect either to give or withhold
its assent to the doctrine’.* The theory of the good which we are
trying to establish here bears more than a passing resemblance to
the ‘theory of life" that Mill undertook to defend in chapter 4 of
Utilitarianism: ‘that happiness i1s desirable, and the only thing
desirable, as an end; all other things being only desirable as means
to that end.” However, the route taken by Mill, in his notorious
‘proof’ of this theory, is closed to us. Mill argued that happiness
is the only thing people desire as an end, and derived this conclu-
sion from a hedonistic analysis first of happiness and then of
desire: ‘desiring a thing and finding 1t pleasant, aversion to it and
thinking of it as painful, are phenomena entirely inseparable, or
rather two parts of the same phenomenon; in strictness of lan-
guage, two different ways of naming the same psychological fact.™
Mill’s case for his ethical hedonism thus rested on his psychologi-
cal hedonism. But he was doubly mistaken since, as should be
clear by now, neither happiness nor desire can be given a hedon-
istic analysis. Furthermore, it is a commonplace that people are
psychologically capable of valuing and pursuing ends other than
happiness {either their own or that of others).

If welfarism cannot be supported by psychology, it is tempting
to turn to practical reason. The argument might run as follows:
while welfare is not the only thing people are capable of seeking
for its own sake, it is the only thing which it is rational for them

* Mill 1969, 208, * Ibid. 234. ¢ Ibid. 237,
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to seek, and therefore it is the only rational basis for ethics. The
problem is thar the premiss of this argument is blatantly false,
since it confuses the self-interest theory of practical rationaliry,
which requires individuals to maximize their own welfare, with
the tnstrumental theory, which requires them to maximize the
satisfaction of their desires or preferences. The confusion usually
arises because of the identification of preference-satisfaction with
welfare, which is especially common among economists (see
section 5.1). As we know by now, however, the two are quite
distinct, as a result of which the self-interest theory and the in-
strumental theory are in reality mutually incompatible: the former
holds that each individual has one uniquely rational ultimate end,
namely his own well-being, while the latter holds thar rationaliry
applies to means only and not to ends.” That the self-interest
theory is in any case false is easy to see from our response to
someone who knowingly makes himsell worse off in pursuit of
some rival category of value: the ethical, perhaps, or aesthetic, or
perfectionist. We do not normally regard such persons as irra-
tional, or even unreasonable, unless their degree of self-sacrifice is
carried to the extreme that they become a danger o themselves.

There is therefore no carryover here from practical reason to
ethics: the unique status of welfare in the latter domain cannot be
derived from its similar status in the former. Welfarism affirms the
foundational unity of ethics, its resolvability into the promotion of
just one kind of value, But as an ethical theory it is not committed
to the foundational unity of pracrical reason. Nor does any such
unity appear to be defensible: reasons can emanate from distinet,
independent, and possibly incommensurable points of view, of
which ethics is bur one. Besides ethical value we can be called on
to protect or promote other dimensions of value. When one such
dimension conflicts with another, practical reason appears to fur-
nish no higher court capable of adjudicating the conflict, and no
higher mode of value capable of subsuming these particular stand-
points. Pluralism therefore seems to be the right story about prac-
tical rationality.

So why is it then not also the right story for ethics? Perhaps the
rational and the ethical should be symmetrical. If there are a
variety of (basic and irreducible) values which it can be rational

" For an extended analysis of the sclf-interest theory, see Parfit 1984, chs. 1, 6-9.
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to pursue, why is there not a similar variety which it can be ethical
to pursue? Why the asymmetry? Why should ethics have a more
restricted domain? Suppose that with eves wide open you choose
a plan of life which you expect to be worse prudentially—worse
for you—but better from some other evaluative standpoint. So
that we might leave ethics out of the picture for a moment, ler this
standpoint be aesthetic. In order to dedicate yourself exclusively to
the pursuit of your artistic vision, and bequeath your immortal
works to posterity, you sacrifice family, fortune, and health,
Welfarists concede that this choice may be rational, but they also
claim that it is appropriate for ethics to protect your well-being
rather than your artistry even though this is not your own bighest
priority. Is this not an objectionable form of paternalism, a med-
dlesome denial of your autonomy?

By way of reply, we may begin by noting that sacrificing vour
well-being for the sake of some other end, though possible and
possibly rational, is not quite as easy as it may seem from this
example. Your welfare, we have said, is a matter of how satisfying
or fulfilling you authentically find your life. If you are driven by
aesthetic passion then the form of life in which you sacrifice all
other prudential goods (family, fortune, health, etc.) may, all things
considered, be the most rewarding for you. The subjectivity of
welfare is a crucial factor here. Since your welfare already incor-
porates and reflects your authentic point of view, a welfarist ethics
will not entirely disregard or override your own priorities for your
life. However, the point must not be overstated. Since you can
have ends other than your own well-being (we are not psycholo-
gical egoists), your welfare cannot simply be identified with the
achievement of whatever you choose to aim for. In order to locate
genuine self-sacrifice we have to suppose that in the relentless
service of posterity you adopt a life goal which actually makes vou
miserable, or at least leaves you cold. (One begins to wonder what
kind of artist you would then be.) But in that case, it is not ar all
clear why ethics should be concerned with the (assumed) gain in
aesthetic value which compensates for the loss of your well-being.
Aestheric value is the concern of, well, aesthetics. This is ethics;
why should it take aesthetic value on board?

Furthermore, we should not suppose that the rules of a welfarist
morality will forbid individuals to make non-welfarist choices.
Any reasonable set of arrangements will protect autonomy, among
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other values, as an intrinsic prudential good—the kind of thing
which enriches our lives by its very presence. They will therefore
ensure that individuals have sufficient space in which to set their
own priorities for their lives, imposing limits only at the margin
(when others will be adversely affected, when you become a dan-
ger to vourself, when vou are not competent to make such choices,
etc.). Indeed, securing that discretionary space is one of the prin-
cipal functions of a theory of rights.” A welfarist ethics—an ethics
with a welfarist ultimare justification—should be flexible enough
to make room for idiosyncrasy, eccentricity, even a little craziness.

If we can argue to welfarism from neither psychology nor ra-
tionality, how can we get there? Suppose we try a different tack.
Welfarism, we have said, is a monistic theory of the good. Even
if you accept the priority of the good, the monistic story may seem
particularly implausible. Is it really possible that all of the com-
plex structure of ethics has as its point the furthering of just one
particular kind of value? After all, the world throws a bewildering
array of values at us; how could it be that just one of these
constitutes the ground floor of ethics? Well, we can at least specify
what a value would have to be like in order to be capable of
occupying this theoretical niche. First, it would have to be intrinsic
—that is, worth having or pursuing for its own sake, not merely
by virtue of some further good with which it is connected or
associated. This condition will eliminate anything whose value is
merely instrumental or contributory. Second, it must be abstract
or generic. Our ethical deliberations and evaluations cover a wide
range of contexts from the larger issues of law or politics through
questions of community and personal relations to our own indi-
vidual aspirations and actions. In these different realms we pursue
or promote many goods: liberty, autonomy, equality, sociality,
loyalty, intimacy, security, health, achievement, enjoyment, and so
on. It is not believable that any one of rhese could somehow turn
out to be the point of the whole enterprise or the deep justification
of the rest; they are all too parochial for that. If there 15 a single
foundational value then it must be broad enough to encompass all
of these local goods and to explain their appeal. Nothing short of
an abstract category or mode of value will have the requisite
degree of generaliry,

' Sec Sumner 1987, ch, z.
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Third, the value in question must be important. What is char-
acteristic of morality, across most of its domains, is its peremptory
or insistent tone. Moral considerations are advanced as constraints
on our wishes or desires, as demands we must heed even when we
would prefer not to. If these constraints and demands are all in the
service of some category of the good, then the case for promoting
this good had better be pretty compelling. Finally, the good we are
seeking must be ethically salient. We are not merely asking for an
mventory of intrinsic values, We also want to know which of these
values might count as foundational for an ethical theory. Now an
ethical theory has a certain distinctive content and function, deal-
ing as it does with such matters as the distribution of rights and
duties, the assessment of motives and dispositions, the assignment
of responsibility, the allocation of blame and punishment, the appro-
priateness of guilt and shame, and so on. If there is a foundational
value for ethics, then it must be not only worth pursuing for its
own sake but also capable of supporting this characteristic struc-
ture of judgements and practices. Nor all values, however central
they may be to their own domain, can bear this particular weight,
Aesthetic value, for example, is (arguably) instrinsic, abstract, and
important, but it can provide at best the materials for building an
aesthetic theory; it seems out of the question as a foundation for
ethics.

Welfare possesses all four of these features. Its value certainly
seems to be intrinsic; we normally regard benefits and harms as
mattering in their own right and not merely as means to further
ends. It is generic, since it embraces a wide variety of more specific
goods as standard sources of well-being. It is important, since it
tracks the way in which individuals” lives go well or badly, in their
own eyes or from their point of view. Finally, it is ethically salient:
the fact that a course of action would make someone better off
counts in favour of it, and the fact that it would make someone
waorse off counts against it. The central thesis of welfarism is that
ethics bas ultimately to do with ensuring that lives go well, or at
least that they not go badly. Whenever we are told that we have
a moral reason to do something we are therefore entitled to ask:
“Where is the good in it? Whose life will go better as a result? Who
will be benefited (or saved from being harmed)?’ And likewise,
when we are told that we have a moral reason not to do some-
thing we may rightfully ask: “Where is the harm in it? Who will
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he made worse off as a result?”” Where there is no answer to this
question, no linkage to benefits or harms, however remote or
indirect, then the alleged reasons may be rejected as so many
fictions. Now 1 find this an enormously attractive picture of the
ultimate point of the whole ethical enterprise. If something will
improve the conditions of no one’s life, make no one better off,
then what ethical reason could be given for recommending it? And
conversely if somerhing will harm no one, make no one worse off,
what reason could be given for condemning it?

Welfarism also gives a credible account of what we may call the
circumstances of ethics: the conditions under which it is both
possible and necessary. These conditions are twofold: (r) a set of
maoral agents who possess the requisite rationality and autonomy
to recognize and act on moral reasons, thus to regulate their lives
by means of ethical standards, and (2) a set of moral patients who
must be taken into account in the deliberations of moral agents.
Welfarism has no special theory to offer of moral agency, but it
does give us a criterion of moral standing for determining who
qualifies as a moral patient. To have moral standing is to count
or matter morally in one’s own right or for one’s own sake.'
Welfarism entails that moral standing is shared by all creatures
with a welfare, thus (on the happiness theory) all sentient crea-
tures. This is, | suggest, an intuitively plausible account of the
limits of our moral consideration; it explains why it is a morally
trivial matter for me to pull the weeds in my garden but not for
me to poison my neighbour’s cat.'' But welfarism also tells us that
the existence of rational agents is not sufficient by irself ro make
moral thinking possible, It is conceivable that such agents might
be utterly lacking in affect (they might be superintelligent comput-
ers, for instance), thus quite incapable of finding their lives (if that
is the appropriate term for them) either satisfying or unsatisfying.
If that were the case, then nothing could go either well or badly

" In phrasing the questions in this manner, | do not mean to suggest that tor
a welfarist something morally significant bappens only when someone is made
better or worse off than she would otherwise have been. For a critique of this
boundary condition for welfarism, see Parfr 1984, ch. 16. It is enough that, as a
result of one’s action, lives will go better or worse,

W Cee Sumner ToHT, 85 §, T@, and 23

" For an exrended defence of a welfarst eriterion of moral standing, see Sumner
g8, 5. 16, We will consider, in 5. 7.2, the objection that welfarism defines the
limits of moral standing oo narcowly,
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for them. If the world were lacking in any other sentient creatures
then, whatever intellectual abilities these rational beings might
have, ethics would lie bevond their range: there would be nothing
for moral thinking to be about. The preconditions of ethics in-
clude not merely agency but also sentience.

Since welfarism is a theory about the foundations of ethics, it is
difficult to know how to go about defending it. On what does one
support the foundations? The best way to make a positive case for
welfarism is to explain as clearly as possible what the view entails,
and what welfare is, and then to say: “There now, don’t you find
that artractive?’ Alternatively, we can try to show that welfarism
makes good sense of some of our other intuitive ethical commit-
ments, such as our view about the boundaries of moral standing.
But at a certain (disappointingly early) point these positive consid-
erations run out, and the case for welfarism moves into a decid-
edly negative mode. As a monistic theory of the good, welfarism
claims that {1) welfare matters (ultimately and for its own sake),
and (2) nothing else does, It is the second claim that is the stick-
ing point for most critics of welfarism. They do not find it dif-
ficult to acknowledge the intrinsic ethical value of welfare, but
they find the exclusion of all other goods arrogant and dogmatic.
Their preferred theory is pluralistic, admitting weltare alongside
some of these other goods. Against this pluralistic alternative,
welfarists are forced onto the defensive, arguing for each such
additional good that it does not deserve a foundational role in
ethics.

The merits of pluralism will be debated in the next section.
Meanwhile, we should pause to note that the argumentative gains
to this point have not been trivial. If the intrinsic value of welfare
is conceded, then thar is sufficient to rule out every competing
version of monism. To appreciate what this means, let vs look art
one such competitor. We outlined above four desiderata for any
value capable of serving in a monistic theory of the good: it must
be intrinsic, generic, important, and ethically salient. These pre-
requisites serve to screen potential candidates, thus to narrow our
search down to a short list of genuine contenders. | suggest that
this short list contains only two items which merit serious consid-
eration, namely welfare and perfection. It seems to me that through-
out the long history of ethics virtually all theorists who have
accepted a monistic theory of the good have grounded their moral
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structure on one or the other of these categories. T conclude that
welfarism’s only serious monistic rival is perfectionism.

To say that something has perfectionist value is to say that it is
a good instance or specimen of its kind, or that it exemplifies the
excellences characteristic of 1ts particular nature. Whereas welfare
15 subjective, perfection is objective; the criteria which determine
the perfectionist value of a life are denved entirely from the nat-
ural kind to which the subject of the life belongs, and not at all
from her own attitudes or values. Therefore, while happiness is
constitutive of welfare, it is peripheral or contingent where perfec-
tion is concerned. We have already seen (in section 3.4) how the
teleological theory is really a theory about perfection rather than
welfare. We there noted that this conclusion settles no substantive
ethical issues, since it remains open to the perfectionist to urge,
against the welfarist, that perfection must be included among the
basic values in an ethical theory, or even that it is the sole such
value, This is the serious claim that can be made on behalf of
perfectionmism: not that it can help us understand the nature of
welfare but that it can serve instead as the axiological foundation
of ethics. Like welfare, perfection seems initially well suited to
playing this role. It appears to be intrinsically valuable, it is a
broad, abstract category of value which embraces and supports
many more specific goods, it is seemingly important, and it is
plausible to think of it as ethically salient. Could a case then be
made for perfectionism as a monistic theory of the good?

Some have thought so, most recently Thomas Hurka in his
admirably thorough articulation and defence of perfectionism.’
Hurka shares the assumptions which are structuring our present
inquiry; indeed, he goes further by endorsing a maximizing con-
sequentialism. He also distinguishes clearly between perfection and
welfare. His question then is which value should be maximized
in ethics, and his answer is: perfection. Actually, he is somewhat
ambivalent as between two answers: (1) perfection alone, and (2)
perfection along with other foundational values."” The former
option, which Hurka calls pure perfectionism, is monistic; the
latter is pluralistic. We will consider perfection as one constituent
of a value pluralism in the next section; for the moment we are
interested only in the question whether it can stand alone as a
foundational good for ethics.

¥ Hurka 1993. ¥ Ihid. &, z9-8, 101, 190,
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Like welfarism, perfectionism is most interesting in its strongest
and purest form. Hurka is clearly tempred by it in this form:

The narrow perfectionist idea—that the human good consists in the de-
velopment of human narture—is not only attractive but also makes a
peremptory claim. It is of sufficient depth and power to present itself as
not one moral idea among others but the foundation for all morality, and
it therefore dismisses concerns that cannot be connected to it. If a pro-
posed moral idea has no connection to properties constitutive of human
nature, it has no moral weight,"

On balance, however, he draws back from endorsing this uncom-
promising version of the theory: ‘T am not sure whether the most
plausible moral theory is a pure perfectionism based on the nar-
row ideal of human nature or a pluralist view that also gives
weight to other moral concerns.”™ One of these moral concerns is
welfare. A monistic perfectionism attributes no value to happiness
or satisfaction or enjoyment (however authentic), except in so far
as these conditions are indicators or accompaniments of proper
(mental or physical) functioning. This seems, to say the least, a trifle
austere. Worse, as Hurka recognizes, pure perfectionism cannot
recognize pain or suffering as intrinsic evils; indeed, it has no
room for the very concept of an intrinsic evil." It therefore can
make no sense of the idea that a life might be scarred by great
tragedies {losing one’s family in the Holocaust, being raped or
tortured, suffering from chronic depression) and might even, un-
der extreme conditions, be no longer worth living., Since these
conditions seem to make sense, indeed are discouragingly com-
mon, their omission is a serious defect in a monistic perfectionism.
No theory which fails to find a place for well-being (and ill-being)
could possibly tell the whole story about the good.
Perfectionism is most credible not when it purports to provide
the entire foundation for ethics, but when it insists on being ac-
corded a place in a pluralistic theory of the good. Before we move
on to examine pluralism more closely, however, we have one item
of unfnished business to which we should attend. Welfarism, we
have said, is the view that only welfare matters, ultimartely and in
its own right, for ethics. Does this imply that all welfare has agent-
neutral value, regardless of its source? In an influential discussion,
Thomas Nagel has argued against this inclusive view.'” Nagel

" Thid. 190, “ Thid. 190-1. * Ihid. roo-1, 190.
" WNagel 1984, ¢hs. & and 9.
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distinguishes two generic categories of prudential goods—physical
pleasure or comforr and the achievement of aims or goals—and
argues that while the value of the former is agent-neutral, the
value of the latter is only agent-relative. He takes the same view
of their negative counterparts: the disvalue of physical pain or dis-
comfort is agent-neutral, that of the frustration of our projects is
agent-relative.

In assessing the weight of this distinction, let us remind our-
selves what is at stake. A thing has agent-neutral value if it pro-
vides everyone with a reason at least to want it to happen, and
possibly (in the appropriate situation) to take steps to bring it
about; it has agent-relative value if the reason it generates applies
only to those connected to the thing in some special way. The
value of pleasure, for instance, i1s agent-neutral if everyone has a
reason to want it for anyone, and agent-relative if evervone has a
reason only to want it for themselves. Likewise, pain has agent-
neutral disvalue if everyone has a reason to want anyone’s pain to
stop, and agent-relative disvalue if this reason applies only to their
oun pain. The hypothesis of welfarism is that welfare, regardless
of its source, is agent-neutrally valuable. If this claim cannot be
made out for some intrinsic prudential goods then welfarism is
defeared.

Nagel accepts the claim for the case of physical pleasure and
pain; here he believes that the most plausible story concerning
their value (or disvalue) will treat it as agent-neutral. This is clear-
est in the case of pain or suffering, which seems to have the
strongest ethical grip on us. If the badness of pain is only agent-
relative then I have no reason to want your pain to stop, or to do
anvthing to alleviate it, unless I happen to care about it or it
bothers me in some way. Likewise, 1 will have to believe of my
own pain that while T have a reason to relieve it, you have no
reason to care whether it is relieved, or to help in any way. Nagel
argues, correctly I think, that this is not the way we normally
think about the badness of pain, whether our own or that of
others. On the contrary, we take the view thar there 15 a reason
for relieving anyone’s pain which is rooted in the intrinsic nature
of the experience itself: the fact that it feels so awful.

Where the achievement of aims or projects is concerned, how-
ever, Nagel switches to an agent-relative account. If you have
taken on the project of training to run a marathon then, while that
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gives vou a reason to want to succeed and thus to do what is
necessary for this end, it gives me no reason to want you to
succeed, let alone aid you in any way. Now | find the disparity in
Nagel's treatment of these two kinds of case strange. If I have a
reason to want your headache to go away, or to help you to
relieve it, why don’t I also have a reason to want vou to achieve
your aim of running a marathon, or to help you do so? The
asymmetry seems especially odd when we reflect that success at
your project may be more important fo you than relief from your
headache. Why should we think that agent-neutral value is con-
fined to pleasure or enjoyment, and demed to equally important
prudential goods such as achievement?

Nagel's reasons for affirming the asymmetry appear to be two-
fold. First, he says, we can assign particular pleasures and pains
to a more general category—baving experiences which we find
intrinsically agreeable or disagreeable—which is a plausible can-
didate for agent-neutral value/disvalue. But we cannot do this for
SUCCESS at our aims or projects, since the only available general
category Is getting what we want or prefer, which has no such
value. Nagel is right, I believe, to deny that desire- or preference-
satisfaction has agent-neutral value as such. But the reason he is
right tells against, rather than for, his denial of such value to the
achievement of our aims. Desire-satisfaction has no agent-neutral
value as such because it does not reliably correlate with welfare (it
was the mistake of the desire theory to think that it does). I have
no reason to aid you with your project, or even to hope that you
succeed, if success will make you no better off, But suppose that
it will make you better off, that it will be a prudential good for
you. Then T have the same generic reason for wishing that you not
fail as | have for wishing that you not suffer, namely, that your
life will go better that way. The general category of pleasure or
enjoyment has agent-neutral value because it is a generic (and
intrinsic) source of well-being. But achievement has the same value
tor the same reason, The ultimate category within which both
kinds of prudential good can be located, and which supports their
claim ro agent-neutral value or disvalue, is welfare itself. Thart is
why it seems so strange to drive a wedge between them.'™

The other difference Nagel notes between the cases of pleasure/

" MNagel secems to offer a similar analysis ibid. 171—2.
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pain and success/failure is that the latter, but not the former, are
in a certain sense oprional for us. By this he means that while we
cannot help liking pleasure and disliking pain, we can choose
which projects to take on and thus which states of the world will
be sources of satisfaction or frustration for us. Now one could reply
to this that we have no more (or less) control over liking success
and disliking failure than we have over our attitudes to pleasure
and pain, but that would be to miss Nagel’s point. What he is
worried about, I think, is the kind of ethical claim that our projects
will have on others if they are acknowledged to generate agent-
neutral reasons. Nagel invokes in support of his view an influen-
tial arpument by T. M. Scanlon which concludes: “The fact that
someone would be willing to forgo a decent diet in order to build
a monument to his god does not mean that his claim on others for
aid in his project has the same strength as a claim for aid in ob-
taining enough to eat.’"” Scanlon’s argument, and therefore Nagel's
as well, 1s based on the foreseeable implications of an ethical
theory: according agent-neutral value to the achievement of aims
(where this has prudential value) will result in unreasonable
burdens being imposed on others. But whether or not this is so
will depend on how one chooses to generate a theory of the right
(in particular, a theory of justice) out of a welfarist theory of the
good. (The normative context of Scanlon's argument is that of
distributive justice.) This will play out in very different ways for
different ethical theories and seems a matter to be determined at
the interface between the good and the right™ Welfarism works
at a prior stage: the formulation of a theory of the good. It seems
premature to contour this theory just so as to forestall unwanted
deontological implications, especially if doing so seems to rely on
what, from the point of view of the good, is an arbitrary distine-
tion between equally important generic sources of welfare.

If we reject that distinetion, there can still be further reasons for
questioning whether all prudential goods have positive ethical value.
What about happiness or satisfaction derived from a lifestyle which
is trivial or demeaning or degrading? Does this count too? We
must be careful here to specify the kind of case we have in mind.
On the happiness theory a lifestyle genuinely enhances a person’s

'* Scanlon 1975, 659-60; quoted at Nagel 1986, 167,
** 1 return to this issue in s. 7.3
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well-being only when it has been endorsed by her under condi-
tions of adequate information and by means of values or stand-
ards which she has autonomously adopted. These authenticity
conditions are themselves sufficient to exclude many cases of re-
pugnant lifestyles, since they will not count as prudentially valu-
able for their subjects. Bur not all: as we noted in the previous
chapter, people are capable in principle of adopting such ways of
life authentically, however unlikely this may be in practice. Where
the authenticity requirements are satisfied we have no reason to
think that the choice in question is bad for the person who has
made it. However distasteful we may find her choice, for all we
know it is the lifestyle which will be most fulfilling for that persen
in her full particularity. In that case, what reason could we have
for denying ethical value to her well-being?

A step further rakes vs to forms of satisfaction which are mor-
ally repugnant. Does welfarism assign positive ethical value to
schadenfrende—the enjoyment of others’ misfortune? Worse, what
about the sadistic pleasures of rapists or torturers? Is it a morally
better state of affairs that they should take pleasure in their evil
practices, since at least then there is something of positive value to
balance against the harm they do to their victims? The authenti-
city conditions may also suffice to screen out many of these unpal-
atable desires as sources of well-being; in particular, we may doubt
the extent to which they can be autonomous.”' However, it seems
to me unlikely that they can be excluded by their very nature
without smuggling in illicit forms of non-prudennal value. If so,
then we must face the fact that people are also capable in principle
of deriving authentic enjoyment both from their own nastiness
and from the suffering it inflicts on others.

These kinds of satisfaction stretch welfarism’s toleration to its
limit; if our aim is to build a welfarist moral theory, how can we
admit such tainted sources of welfare onto its ground floor? The
solution to this problem, I think, lies once more in reminding
ourselves how little welfarism determines of the structure of a
moral theory: while it tells us wherein the good consists, it does
not dictate how the right is to be derived from it. One possibility,
of course, is consequentialist or, more narrowly, utilitarian, where
all welfare gains and losses are counted in calculating the optimal

' For some such doubts, see Scarre 1992,
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overall balance. Urilitarians have tended to include even sadistic
enjoyments, relying on the injury thar sadists inflice on their vic-
tims to ensure that their practices will be condemned.” Whether
or not that is the way to go is a question we need not here decide,
since welfarism leaves other directions open as well, including the
option of ruling the deliberate infliction of harm on others imper-
missible in principle, whatever its overall welfare pavoff. An eth-
ical framework with this deontological structure is still welfarist,
since it admits nothing but welfare to its theory of the good. It
simply addresses the moral problem raised by evil appetites else-
where, in its account of the right. In general, this seems the appro-
priate way to deal with it, rather than by launching a pre-emptive
strike at the deeper level of the good.™

7.2 PLURALISM

Pluralists maintain that there are many foundational goods, each
irreducible to any of the others and each worth furthering for its
own sake. In ethics nowadays, as in politics, this view is in the
ascendant: in recent years versions of it have been defended by
philosophers otherwise as disparate as Isaiah Berlin, Thomas Nagel,
Bernard Williams, John Finnis, Charles Taylor, Stuart Hampshire,
Peter Railton, Amartya Sen, Joseph Raz, Michael Stocker, and
John Kekes.” Much of the popularity of pluralism, | surmise,
derives from the fact that it mirrors the temper of our times. In its
respect for diversity, its acknowledgement of individual and cul-
tural differences, it is ideally suited to the ethos of toleration which
distinguishes the modern multicultural liberal state: pluralism is
the theory, liberal neutrality the practice. It is also railored to fit
the modest ambitions of recent moral and political philosophy
which, chastened by feminist and communitarian critiques, has

2 See, for example, Smart 1973, 25-7. Bentham included the ‘pleasures of
malevolence or ill-will’ in his catalogoe of kinds of pleasures {Bentham 1970, ch.
51 and did not exclude them from his “felicific caleulus'. However, utilitarians have
not been unanimous on this issue: for the contrary view, sec Narveson 1967, ch.
63 Harsanvt 1977, 5. 8; and Scarre 199z,

1 interpret James Griffin to be taking a similar approach to these problems in
Grithn 1986, 24-6, 72. But see Powers 1994 and Griffin 1994.

 Berlin 1969; Nagel 1979; Williams 1979; Finnis 198c; Taylor 1982; Hamp-
shire 1983; Railton 1984; Sen 19858; Raz 1986; Stocker 1o90; Kekes 1993,
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turned its back on grand, comprehensive, reductive, universalistic
theories. By contrast, pluralism need offend, silence, or exclude no
one: if the values of community seem important in their own right,
they can find their place alongside more individual goods; if tra-
ditional theories have ignored the distincve virtues of personal
relationships then there is a place for them as well. Pluralism has
the potential to accommodate or adjust to any shifts in the pre-
vailing social or philosophical winds; it is the low church of ethics
and politics.

Defending welfarism against competing monistic theories of the
eood is relatively easy; it involves only arguing that if you are
gomg to restrict yowrself to one foundational good then welfare is
vour best choice. Contending with pluralist views is much harder.
The cutting edge of welfarism is not the claim that welfare mat-
ters, in its own right, which most of us would grant and which is
enough by itself to defeat rival monisms; it is the demial of equal
foundational status to all other values. The welfarist must be pre-
pared to argoe that every non-welfarist item on the pluralist’s list
has no intrinsic ethical value. And that seems just as arrogant and
intolerant as the claim made by some religions to provide the only
path to eternal bliss, Welfarism may therefore be top of the monistic
class, bur the whole class may be made up of slow learners.

Checking the foundational credentials of every non-welfarist good
would be a tedious, and endless, task. In an effort to economize
on argumentative resources, 1 will divide rival goods into two
categories. The first consists of personal goods: valuable states or
activities realized within the lives of individual persons (or, more
broadly, sentient beings). Items which fall into this category in-
clude health, pleasure or enjoyment, achievement or success, ra-
conality, knowledge or understanding, close personal relationships,
safery or security, risk or adventure, liberty, autonomy, a sense of
self-worth, meaningful work, and leisure or play. The second
category consists, naturally enough, of impersonal goods, which
belong to entities other than persons. These include goods which
can be manifested in the lives of non-sentient organisms (such as
functioning or flourishing), values realized by social groups or
communities (such as collective achievement or self-determinartion),
and environmental values inhering in still broader collectivities
(including the survival of species and the integrity and stability of
biotic communities). For each of these rival values, personal and
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impersonal alike, the welfarist is committed to adopting one of
two strategies: either co-opting it as a welfarnst good or denying
that its pursuit as an end has any place in ethics.

For personal goods the co-option strategy is the most promis-
ing. For consider: any personal value which could plausibly be
advanced as basic or foundational for ethics will also be a stand-
ard intrinsic source of well-being. Recall how this goes. Since
welfare consists in (authentic) happiness or lite satisfaction, some-
thing (anything) can make our lives go better only if it contributes,
directly or indirectly, to making our lived experience more re-
warding or fulfilling. When the contribution something makes to
our lives is direct—when, that is, we find its presence in our lives
enriching in itself, independently of any further good to which it
leads—then that counts as an intrinsic source of our well-being,
The intrinsic sources of our well-being are therefore intrinsic pru-
dential goods for us; aspects of our lives which we care about or
prize tor their own sake. Despite our individual differences, it is
not difficult to compile a list of generic goods whose prudential
payoff for us is, imter alia, intrinsic—the items on the foregoing list
of personal goods will serve very nicely. {An analogous list could
be compiled for non-human welfare subjects.)

The resources of weltarism serve to sharpen somewhat the ques-
tion about a pluralism of the good. The pluralist wishes to include
some (or all) personal goods as basic ethical values, alongside
welfare. She therefore believes that they are worth promoting for
their oun sake and independently of the extent to which they
make our lives go well. Is this a plausible view? Here, I think, we
have reached one of those bedrock questions in ethics which can
be answered only by sitting down in a cool hour and thinking it
over as clearly and carefully as possible. For my own part, I can
find no ethical value in promoting achievement or knowledge or
liberty, or any other personal good, if #o one at all will be better
off for it: neither the person whose good it is nor anyone else. To
my mind, the value of these states of affairs is adequately captured
by the role they play in enriching our lives; there is no remainder
which requires independent acknowledgement beyond this pru-
dential payoff. I can offer here no proof that installing these items
as separate, non-welfarist basic goods is redundant, but I do think
that at this point it is fair to shift the argumentative burden to the
pluralist, Since welfarists can already make sense of the ethical
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point of promoting and protecting these personal goods, and since
foundational values should not be multplied beyvond necessity,
some reason is needed for according them an independent status.

This anti-pluralist argument is very general and abstract; its
force may be easier to assess if we focus on a test case. Amartya
Sen has articulated a version of pluralism which finds room for
two co-equal foundational values: well-being and agency.” We
have already examined his analysis of the former in terms of
functionings and capabilities {section 3.3). By agency Sen means
“what the person 1s free to do and achieve in pursuit of whatever
goals or values he or she regards as important’.” Agency is thus
a broad kind of freedom or autonomy, which Sen thinks matters
as much for ethics as welfare: ‘Persons must enter the moral ac-
counting by others not only as people whose well-being demands
concern, but also as people whose responsible agency must be
recognized.”” ‘Although the agency aspect and the well-being as-
pect both are important, they are important for quite different
reasons. In one perspective, a person is seen as a doer and a judge,
whereas in the other the same person is seen as a beneficiary
whose interests and advantages have to be considered. There is no
way of reducing this plural-information base into a monist one
without losing something of importance.™

Sen’s case for pluralism depends in part on the possibility of
conflict between the two goods. He gives the following case:

Your friend is injured in an accident and is unconscious. The doctor says
that either treatment A or treatment B can be used and one would be just
as cffective as the other, but that your friend would suffer less from A
because of its smaller side effects. However, you happen to know that
your friend would have chosen trearment B, since trearment A is asso-
crated with some experiments on live animals of which your friend dis-
approves totally. He would, in fact, agree thar treatment A would have been
better for his well-being, but as a free agent he would have nevertheless
chosen treatment B, if he were given the chaice,™

If you authorize treatment B, Sen says, then you are attaching an
independent value to your friend’s agency, in competition with his
well-being. And that seems a reasonable thing to do.

* His theory of the good is ser our most fully in Sen 1985h. Sen is also a
pluralist about well-being; sec Sen 19801,

* Sen 1985h, 203, ¥ Thid, 204.

¥ Tbid. 208 {footnotes omitred). ¥ Thid, 209-10,
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We have already noted, in the previous section, that a rational
agent can decide to sacrifice his own well-being for the sake of
some competing value. Sen interprets the foregoing case as just
such a sacrifice, where the competing value 15 a (presumably au-
tonomous) ethical commirment. As Sen sees it, you are in the
pasition of choosing to side either with your friend’s welfare or
with his agency. However, it is not clear that your friend himself
will subsequently see your choice in this light. He might, for in-
stance, regard himself as having been tainted or corrupted by
a form of treatment which is associated with ammal suffering,
Furthermore, we are to suppose that since he values fidelity to his
ethical commitments, and cares deeply about being able to man-
age his affairs according to his own conscience, he would regard
a life in which his agency has been seriously compromised as the
poorer for that reason. He may well feel, therefore, that his life
goes better, on balance, when his agency has been preserved, even
ar the cost of some additional suffering. In that case the conflict
will seem to him to be, not between his well-being and some
competing value, but between different prudential goods. Sen seems
to be assuming that the only potential welfare cost for your friend
is the additional suffering which would result from choosing treat-
ment B. This would be true, however, only on a narrowly hedon-
istic theory of welfare. On a more robust theory, choosing trearment
A for your friend can have serious costs for him as well.

Sen’s case is therefore not an unambiguous one of conflict be-
tween welfare and agency. In order for agency to function here as
a strictly non-welfarist good, we need to suppose that your friend
would not regard his life as going worse for him in any way were
he to discover subsequently thar his agency had been overridden
or compromised. I am not certain that this supposition is psycho-
logically coherent, since it invites us to imagine that your friend
attaches a high value to his own agency bur does not regard his
life as going better when that agency is secured. Bur if it 1s coher-
ent then it seriously weakens your reason for choosing treatment
B for him. Now you must think that this choice will not just be
worse for him on balance (as it would be if the additional suffer-
ing were great enough to outweigh the benefits of preserving his
agency) but a dead prudential loss. It i1s one thing for your friend
to choose to sacrifice his own interest in this way for an ethical
cause, and quite another for you to make this choice on his behalf,
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Your friend has two commitments: to his own well-being and to
the cause. You have only your commitment to him; the ethical
cause matters to you only to the extent that it matters to him. If
protecting what matters to him does not make his life go better,
then you have no further reason to care about it. Being dedicated
to doing whart is best for your friend, all things considered, will
normally require you to take his commitments seriously, just be-
cause they are his. But that 1s because doing so will normally make
him better off. Where this condition fails, where honouring his
commitments will not be a good for him, you have only the re-
maining aspects of his well-being to take into account.

Agency has value, therefore, in so far as it enriches the lives of
agents, It is worth noting that there is an especially intimate rela-
tionship between welfare and this particular personal good. On
Sen’s construal, agency seems to have primarily to do with free-
dom, but he would probably not resist deepening the notion to
include autonomy as well. Autonomy is an intrinsic prudential
good: something whose presence in our lives makes them go better
in itself. But it is also one of the conditions of anything having
prudential value, since it 1s embedded in the nature of welfare. A
person’s endorsement of the conditions of her life is determinative
of her well-being only when that endorsement is authentic, and it
is authentic only when it is autonomous. In the absence of auto-
nomy, a person’s welfare is indeterminate or unknowable. Foster-
ing autonomy is therefore necessary, not only as one particular way
of enhancing people’s welfare, but also as a condition of knowing
wherein their welfare consists,

Working through the issues posed by Sen’s notion of agency
serves to remind us that arguments in support of value pluralism
often point to the possibility, or inevitability, of conflicts among
goods.™ Goods conflict whenever, whether necessarily or contin-
gently, they cannot all be realized or brought about. Conflicts
among goods are a familiar feature in the landscape of practical
reason. For our purposes, they can be sorted into two types: (1) con-
flicts across different dimensions of value, and {2} conflicts within
a single dimension. The former are not at issue here: as a monistic
theory of value for ethics, welfarism has no problem in acknow-
ledging that ethical values may compete for rational attention with

" See, for example, Stocker 1990, ch. &; Kekes 1993, chs. 2 and 4.
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aesthetic or perfectionist ones. It does license us to ignore these
competing dimensions of value when we are doing ethics, except
to the extent that they affect well-being; in themselves, they are
irrelevant to the ethical enterprise. They can, of course, conflict
with ethical values, but such conflicts must (somehow or other) be
settled in the higher court of practical reason. They are not internal
to ethics,

Bur what of conflicts within the ethical domain, among intrinsic
goods? Surely they too are commonplace: achievement, for in-
stance, may be bought at the price of enjoyment, or leisure, or
play. Do these conflicts presuppose that the goods at stake are
many rather than one? Is welfarism then committed to denying the
existence of ethical conflict? It may seem so, if we assume an
account of welfare in which it consists of some homogeneous
mental state such as pleasure. For then any two bits of it must be
commensurable (since they are bits of the same generic sort of
stuff) and we can always, at least in principle, figure out which is
more worth having. Even in this limiting case welfarism would
still allow the reality of conflict, since not all the pleasures we
would like to have, or bring about, are compossible, But at least
we could be reassured that a foregone good was always being
compensated by a larger good of the same kind.

We know by now, however, that this Benthamite calculus dis-
torts the nature of welfare. (It even distorts the nature of pleasure
—ar, rather, of enjoyment.} Welfare does not consist in pleasure
or enjoyment; rather, these latter constitute an important kind of
personal good alongside others (such as achievement). It 15 con-
flicts among these various personal goods which pluralists are
fond of celebrating. And they are right: within a single life pursuit
of some goods limits or forecloses entirely the pursuit of others.
As agents we must face these conflicts continually, and they do not
get any easier if we think of these goods as so many components
of our well-being, Welfare i1s not some overriding or higher-order
value to which we can appeal in order to resolve conflicts among
more local goods; rather, it is the outcome when we have settled
our priorities among such goods. Welfarism feeds information about
individuals’® interests into an ethical decision-making procedure
(whatever it may be), but since welfare is subjective the determina-
tion of those interests is left (within limits defined by the require-
ment of authenticity) to those individuals. This is surely the way
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it ought to be: no one can presume to dictate to others the balance
they ought to seek among the possibilities open to them. As
welfarists all we can, and should, say is that the choices a subject
makes should be as informed and autonomous as possible—thart
is, that they should genuinely reflect the subject’s own priorities.
But that is what pluralists say. In which case, the acknowledge-
ment and preservation of conflict among personal goods cannot be
a uniquely pluralist accomplishment. Were welfarists somehow to
erase conflict they would be correctly accused of simplifying and
distorting our lives as agents. For the welfarist in this case, failure
is success, less is more.

It might be thought that welfarists must provide the resources
for resolving prudential conflicts, for do they not believe that all
prudential goods—all sources of well-being—are commensurable?
And if they are commensurable, is it not always possible, in prin-
ciple at least, to determine which competing good will provide the
greater prudential payoff? Sadly, the answer in each case is: no,
For one thing, commensurability is no guarantee of conflict reso-
lution. The more similar things are, the more commensurable they
are. 5o we might think that commensurability holds within par-
ricular categories of prudennal goods (such as enjoyment or achieve-
ment) but not across different categories. However, choices among
generically similar goods may still be hard ones (think of deliber-
ating among different leisure activities, or how to divide your time
and energy among yvour various friends). In any case, welfarism
provides no assurance that all prudential goods are commensur-
able.”' Some incommensurabilities are no obstacle to conflict
resolution; au contraire, they trivialize it. This will occur whenever
one good is lexically prior to another, so that no amount of the
former, however small, 1s worth sacrificing for any amount of the
latter, however large. The worrisome kind of incommensurability
is not this but incomparability, where no prudential ranking can
be made of the goods among which we must choose, Can personal
goods be incommensurable in this way? They can be if there is
sometimes no answer at all to the question of which will be more
satisfying or fulfilling for us. If this is possible, then there will be
gaps in prudential evaluations, and therefore, for welfarism, gaps

1 An excellent discussion of the various dimensions of commensurability can be
found in Grifin 1986, ch. 5.
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in ethical evaluations as well, Where such gaps occur, all we can
say 15 ‘Clest la vie’, Welfarism cannot introduce more certainty
into ethics than the subject martter allows.

In the end, thinking of personal goods as so many intrinsic
sources of welfare probably makes little practical difference to the
resolution of conflicts among them. The adoption of welfarism as
a theory of the good seems to me pretty well to leave value con-
flicts of this sort neither more nor less tractable than they already
are. What it does is to focus our attention on one particular way
of thinking about these conflicts, which highlights the need for
individuals to engage in thoughtful (and authentic) deliberarions
about whar will most enrich their lives. But welfarism need not
take on the task of resolving, or eliminaring, all conflict; the idea
that it would have this practical implication is the principal weapon
used by pluralists to discredit it.

We return, then, to the main issue at stake between welfarists
and pluralists. If non-welfarist goods are considered item by item,
then it 15 not difficult to make their ethical value seem to depend
on the extent to which they make our lives go better for us. The
pluralist would have a more convincing case if her list of basic
values, to be added to welfare, were less eclectic and piecemeal.
This would be true if there were some other evaluative dimension,
just as abstract and generic as prudential value, to which appeal
was needed in order to capture some of the value of these personal
goods. Pretty clearly, aesthetic value will not serve here, since it
seems irrelevant to many of these goods. We are therefore led once
more to perfectionist value as the only viable candidate. We have
already rejected perfectionism as a rival monism, on the ground
that any list of foundational values which omits well-being is ethic-
ally unacceptable. Bur here we encounter a more modest and
circumspect version of the view. The perfectionist can claim, with
some plausibility, to have a rival story to tell about the value of
personal goods. Wharever direct contribunon they may make to
our well-being, they also have intrinsic perfectionist value because
their presence in a life makes it a better life of its kind. In that
case, welfarism does not tell the whole story about how lives can
go well or badly, though it does tell an important part of it. It
needs to be supplemented by perfectionism, and perfection needs
to take its place alongside welfare on the list of foundational
goods for ethics.
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Now this is, to my mind, as plausible as pluralism gets., At least
this version has some story to tell (two stories in fact) about how
items qualify for inclusion on its menu of basic goods: only equally
generic, intrinsic, important, and ethically salient categories of value
will qualify, and, it is claimed, there are (at least) two of them.
Now the welfarist is once more forced onto the defensive: in order
to resist this more focused and stripped down version of plaral-
ism, he must discredir perfectionist value enough to show that it
does not deserve to be included even as one item on a list of
foundational values for ethics. Once more the ugly, exclusivist
face of welfarism is exposed.

In order to make his case against perfection as a foundational
value, the welfarist must be able to point to some salient differ-
ence between it and welfare. We are supposing that all of the ap-
paratus of ethics is ultimately for the sake of furthering the good.
But we must ask: Whose good? Who are the bearers of the kind
of value which is the point of it all? This question opens up a clear
gap between welfare and perfection. If weltare is subjective, then
it follows that it can inhere only in subjects—that is, beings capable
of a certain kind and level of consciousness. This is why it seems
s0 natural to think of prudential value as belonging to lives: what
else could it belong to? As we saw earlier (sections 1.3 and 3.4),
a life, or the subject of a life, is also capable of possessing perfec-
tionist value, but so are many other things. In order for something
to be a potential bearer of perfectionist value it seems to require
only a nature—that is, some answer to the question, whar kind of
thing is it? An account of the nature of a thing, we are to suppose,
will identify certain properties which are essential to it—properties
in the absence of which it would not be a thing of that kind. From
this account it will then be possible to extract criteria for deter-
mining how well a particular thing measures up to the standards
of its kind. However this very abstract schema comes to be filled
out in detail, it will clearly apply across the full range of natural
kinds. Inevitably, therefore, many things will be candidates for
perfectionist value which could not possibly have a welfare.

It can be tempting to think that the good which is foundational
to ethics must be the human good. But this is a restriction which
must be defended, lest it seem a mere unthinking speciesism {or,
more broadly, natural-kindism). Philosophical debates in environ-
mental ethics have shown how difficult it is to provide the needed
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defence. For a perfectionist ethics it would surely be impossible.
What perfectionism begins by telling us is that a thing’s excellence,
by the standards of its kind, is intrinsically valuable. What con-
ceivable reason could it then have for narrowing this claim to one
particular kind? Why should it be that, while our excellence is
worth promoting for its own sake, nothing else’s i1s? The logic of
perfectionism seems to drive it in the direction of holding that the
good of the members of any narural kind is intrinsically valuable,
and that furthering that (general category of) good is the ultimate
point and rationale of ethics.

For those who take their environmental ethics seriously this
may seem a welcome result. Although individuals remain the sole
(or primary) bearers of value, which will displease the more
holistically minded, at least this is a step beyond the reflex human
chauvinism which characterizes maost traditional ethical frameworks.
Indeed, it is quite a long step beyond anthropocentrism, since it
extends moral standing to every narural object in the world. In
this it quite outstrips welfarism, which can confer such standing
only on sentient beings. Such a dramatic overturning of the old para-
digms can be refreshing, but perhaps it should also induce caution,
For consider what perfectionism threatens to commit us to,

The perfectionist programme requires the idea of a natural kind.
Let us suppose that this idea is coherent, and that we can assemble
some intelligible account of it. Then every particular thing which
counts as natural will belong to at least one such kind. This will
not only include all organisms, but also inanimate objects such as
rocks, oil deposits, lakes and rivers, mountains, planets, and stars.
The objects which belong to each of these kinds, we are to sup-
pose, are capable of being evaluated in terms of their own stand-
ards of excellence. Now 1 do not think that this notion is crazy,
however difficult it might be to give it a satisfying philosophical
explication. I think I have a rough working sense of whart it might
mean to say that the Alps are superior to the Apennines as moun-
tains, where this comparison just points to the fact that they are,
well, more mountainous, as opposed to being more scenic or more
interesting to climb. And I suppose I can also make sense of think-
ing that one strain of virus is superior to another as a virus if it
does better whatever viruses typically do—invades cells more ef-
ficiently, or mutates more readily, or whatever. So I think that we
can make some sense of natural objects being more or less 1deal
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specimens of their kind, and thus of their having more or less
perfectionist value. What is unclear to me is why we should think
we have a moral reason to make things better examples of their
kind.

In the case of human beings the idea that we should promote
their good surely owes at least part of its appeal to the fact that
we can do so for their sake or on their behalf. In doing good for
someone we are therefore not merely making the world a better
place but also doing something for that particular person. Now
this notion of furthering someone’s good for her own sake can be
generalized beyond the boundaries of our species; [ have a per-
fectly good sense of what it means to take my cat to the veterinarian
for her sake. But it cannot be generalized indefinitely, for not all
natural objects have a ‘sake’ for which we can do things. There-
fore, although I can make sense of preserving a mountain as a
good specimen of its kind, and might be prepared to contribute
some time or money to save it from being strip-mined, my doing
so would be for the sake, not of the mountain, but of those
creatures whose lives will be enhanced by its preservation. Our
ethical sensibilities seem to have much to do with our ability to see
things from the point of view of potential victims and beneficiar-
ies. 1 am prepared to think that mountains and stars can fare
better or worse on some objective scale of perfection, but this fact
does not give them a point of view on whose behalf 1 can marshal
my services. Having a point of view in this sense seems to require
being a subject, but perfectionist value is not confined to subjects.

So far I have assumed that what matters—what must matter—
for perfectionists is the good of any natural object capable of
belonging to a natural kind. If anything, however, this may under-
state the distribution of moral standing on a perfectionist theory
of value, We also classify artefacts into kinds and grade them in
terms of criteria drawn from these kinds. In fact our paradigm
bearers of perfectionist value are things with clearly delineated
functions; on the natural side we readily think of items such as
organs (one of Aristotle’s favourite examples), but the world of
functional objects also clearly includes such things as tools and
purpose-built machines. Although I have to stretch somewhat to
imagine the criteria for counting as a good mountain, 1 have no
such problem in the case of a hammer or a dishwasher. But if we
have difhiculty in thinking that promoting the good of mountains
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might matter for its own sake, how will we fare in trying this on
for artefacts? There are, of course, many good reasons for build-
ing better (cheaper, more efficient, less wasteful) machines, but the
fact that doing so will be better for the machines, or will add ro
the sum total of perfection in the world, does not seem to be
among them.

In environmental debates the unwelcome extension of moral
standing to lawn-mowers and oil rigs has sometimes been blocked
by pointing out that, while such things have a good, they do not
have a good of their own.” The point being made is that our
standards of excellence for artefacts are determined by our pur-
poses in making them, thus by something external ro the things
themselves. It is not clear that this distinction really makes any
ethical difference (would we lose our standing should it turn out,
as many seem to believe, that we were created by a deity for some
obscure purpose of her own?). But even if it does make a ditfer-
ence, the lesson to be learned does not seem to be a perfectiomst
one. Artefacts plainly have a nature from which norms can be
derived. Since thar 1s all thar perfectionist value requires, why isn’t
that sufficient? What difference could the genesis of such things
make, from a perfectionist standpoint? Of course it is crazy to
count tools or machines as mattering in their own right, independ-
ently of the contribution they make to our good (or the good of
other sentient creatures). Bur the best explanation of why it Is
crazy seems to be available only to the welfarist,

Part of the problem with perfection as a fundamental value for
ethics is that as a category of the good it settles on just about
everything. What it would be like to set about trying to increase
it, or to protect it wherever it happens to be, is not easy to ima-
gine. But the scope problem, as serious as it is in its own right,
also exacerbates a further difficulty. Excellence or perfection is, as
we have seen, relative to kinds. Thus it is possible, in principle at
least, ro compare things belonging rto the same kind in terms of
their perfectionist value. However, we are given no resources for
carrying out comparisons across kinds. Unless different kinds belong
to some common super-kind (what would it be? the category of
thing?), it is difficult to see how such comparisons could ever get

O ArtReld 1981, rof3 and Taylor 1986, Both Awfield and Taylor use this
move to justify limiting moral standing to Living beings.
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a purchase. But in that case perfectionism threatens to be mute
in all cases of conflict among different varieties or locations of
perfectionist value. When a category of value is distributed so
widely, such conflicts will be legion, How are any of them to be
adjudicated?

How, indeed, are they even to be conceptualized? So far, 1 have
assumed that each particular thing, whether natural or artificial,
belongs to exactly one kind. This assumption was necessary in
order to ensure that the perfectionist value of each thing would be
measured against one determinate set of criteria. But the assump-
tion 1s patently false. Even if we have adequate rules for determin-
ing what is to count as a kind, it is obvious that every particular
thing belongs to many, perhaps infinitely many, such kinds. I am
a human being, to be sure, but I am also an organism, an animal,
a spatiotemporally extended object, a biped, a vertebrate, a par-
ent, a philosopher, a baseball fan, and heaven knows what else.
Presumably, each of these kinds generates its own grading stand-
ard, in which case 1 can be better or worse as human being,
animal, parent, etc. Is my level of perfection to be determined just
by one favoured category? If so, how 1s this to be selected? Or by
all of them? Bur then the conflict problem looms again: what
makes me a better parent may make me a worse philosopher. The
problem with perfectionist value is not just that it is everywhere;
there is also too much of it in each particular location.

The superabundance of perfectionist value entails that there will
often be no ethical point to promoting or protecting it. This still
leaves open the possibility that some particular domain of such
value, circumscribed by some extraneous factor, might be founda-
tional for ethics.” This possibility would, however, be undercut
were there reason to think that there is sever any ethical point to
promoting perfection for its own sake. In pursuing this question
I will confine myself to the core case of human good, in order that
the issues at stake here stand out as starkly as possible, and that
we not be distracted by the quite distinct scope problem.

Y Thomas Hurka has suggested that only the perfection of living things martcers
(Hurka 1993, 6, 16~17). Even if this scope restriceion turned out to be intuitively
plausible, it would stll be nice if perfectionism could generate some account of
why being alive makes this kind of difference. The line of argument explored
Eal:.]jﬂ“that only organisms have a good of their own—seems unlikely to do the
[N
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We already know that individuals can face a choice between
their perfection and rheir welfare: what makes them betrer persons
may fail to make them better off, if it gives them no sarisfaction
or fulfilment. When you are choosing between such options for
yourself, then the sacrifice of either to the other seems intelligible;
we can understand the point of the choice in either case, and we
may take the view that it is simply your decision to make. {On the
other hand, if you seem to be too willing to sacrifice your well-
being in the pursuit of some perfectionist ideal, we may stop being
so supportive.) In cases of personal choice, where we are deter-
mining the array of goods within our own lives, we all assume
that individuals enjoy a broad prerogative within whose limits the
balance to be struck berween perfection and welfare (and other
goods as well) is simply up to them. To stipulate any rigid priority
among these goods, whether it favours perfection over welfare or
vice versa, seems here an unwarranted intrusion into the sphere of
individual autonomy.

But we must also make choices whose impact will fall on the
lives of others. If we adopt a welfarist/perfectionist pluralism then
we will sometimes sacrifice other people’s welfare for the sake of
their perfection. But imposing that priority on them seems pre-
sumptuous on our part, because of the objectivity of perfectionist
value, Their perfection is in no way determined by their interests
or concerns. Perfectionist evaluation imposes on an individual
standards derived from the species as a whole; it exemplifies the
hegemony of the natural kind. But then our preferring the perfec-
tion of others to their welfare involves completely overriding any
say they might have in the matter. However they may feel about
it, whatever the impact on their aims or aspirations, an ideal
reflecting the standpoint of the species is to prevail. To pur it
mildly, this seems to accord little recognition or respect to their
individuality, or to their say over the management of their own
lives.

Objective values are quite literally alien to us because they
emanate from a standpoint which is external to us as individuals,
and because their status as values requires no affirmation or en-
dorsement of them on our part. The problem for perfectionism
can therefore be generalized: promoting any objective value as a
foundational good for ethics will infringe autonomy or individu-
ality. Perfectionists can of course soften the impact of their theory
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of value by making autonomy one of the items in their conception
of the human good. But this is at best only a partial solution, since
the relative importance to be assigned to autonomy, in competi-
tion with other perfectionist goods, will still be determined from
the outside and with no reference to the individual’s own prior-
ities. The deep problem for any objective theory is that personal
concerns play no role in determining why something (anything)
counts as a good for an individual in the first place, or why one
thing counts as a greater good than another. Any such theory wall
therefore be committed in principle to overriding the autonomous
choices of individuals concerning their own lives, imposing on
them what they themselves value less. Only a subjective theory,
which incorporates the individual’s authentic point of view into its
account of the good, is capable of acknowledging the status of
human agents as determiners of their own priorities for their lives.

At the beginning of this section we divided purative non-welfarist
foundational goods into two categories: personal and impersonal.
This excursion through perfectionism has carried us beyond the
former category and deep into the latter. Since most of the funda-
mental issues have already been canvassed, we will be able to deal
with impersonal goods much more briefly. Whereas co-option is
the preferred welfarist strategy for personal goods, denial is its
only option for impersonal ones. Perfectionism has no difficulty
recognizing impersonal goods; its problem is that it recognizes too
many of them. Because of the subjectivelobjective opposition, wel-
fare is in many ways the mirror image of perfection. Since welfare
is restricted to sentient creatures, there is no worry that welfarism
might distribute moral standing indiscriminately over everything
there is. From the vantage point of environmental ethics, welfarism
is a halfway house between anthropocentrism on the one hand
and various views which aim for a wider distribution of moral
standing on the other. That it decisively rejects the former counts
strongly in favour of it. The only serious question 1s whether it
draws the circle too narrowly, by excluding too many things from
consideration,

There are two possible problems here: first, the facr that welfarism
is thoroughly and unashamedly individualist, since only individu-
als can be welfare subjects; and second, the fact that it counten-
ances only those individuals who are capable of having interests.
It is the second limitation which troubles biocentrists like Robin



216 Welfarism

Attfield and Paul Taylor, who wish to extend moral standing to
all living creatures.™ However, since the only good which we can
promote for non-sentient organisms is their perfection, rather than
their welfare, this extension now seems unpromising. For reasons
outlined above, it also makes it difficult, or impossible, to resist a
further extension to all natural things, or even artefacts. We should
keep in mind here that to deny intrinsic value to the lives of non-
sentient organisms is not to deny them all value. In most cases, we
will have {derivative) welfarist reasons for protecting and preserv-
ing these organisms, especially when we take into account not just
our own interests but those of all sentient creatures. In any case,
if we want a more generous distribution of moral standing the
only way I can see to obtain it is to return to perfectionism. There
appears to be no viable intermediate position between counting
only those creatures with interests and accepting that ethical con-
sideration may be merited by just about everything there is.
Resolution of the individualism issue follows essentially the same
path. Welfarism implies that collective goods have no intrinsic
value; instead, they are worth fostering only to the extent that they
enrich the lives of individuals. This result applies to the flourishing
of both cultural and narural communities, and therefore runs against
the grain of both political communitarianism and environmental
holism.” Once again, perfectionism is capable in principle of
acknowledging the intrinsic value of collective goods, since the
flourishing of a collectivity can be thought of as its distinctive
excellence. And once again this outcome can only be purchased at
the price of an indiscriminate distribution of moral standing. The
shared traditions of cultural communities must be validated by
showing how they contribute to enriching the lives of the members
of those communities, thereby defining one prudenrtially valuable
form of human life.” The flourishing or survival of a natural species
or of a biotic community, or the integrity and stability of the

M Arcfield 1981, 1983; Tavlor 1986,

¥ Influential formulations of the communitarian view can be found in Sandel
ro82 and Maclneyre 1084, ch. 15. In environmental ethics the classic statement of
the ‘land ethic’ is Leopold 1o40, 224: *A thing is right when it tends 1o preserve
the integrity, stabilicy, and |'H:aur:r' of the hiotic community, It 15 wrong when it
tends otherwise.” More sustained and philosophical defences of what has come o
be known as ecoholism have been offered by Goodpaster 1979, Rolston 1988, and
Callicore 1989, among many others.

* Cf. Kymlicka 19%9a, ch, 8.
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ecosystem, must pass a similar test, These are values worthy of
our support when, as is usually the case, they are means of ensur-
ing the welfare or survival of sentient beings., Where they are not,
they have no ethical value, whether intrinsic or instrumental.

For the more communally or holistically minded, the individual-
ism of welfarism will seem its greatest drawback. By contrast, |
regard it as its greatest strength, since the central claim of welfarism
—and the source, 1 believe, of its enormous intuitive appeal—
is that nothing which requires ethical notice has occurred unless
someone’s (or something’s) life has been made to go well or badly,
or has been affected for better or worse. The localization of welfare
in individuals provides a clear (well, a tolerably clear) criterion for
the scope of the ethical domain, which is capable of differentiating
it from other realms of value (such as the perfectionist or aes-
thetic). Perhaps axiological individualism is not necessary for this,
but it certainly seems to me a promising way of explaining both
the range and force of ethics. Moral considerations matter because
it matters how well lives are going, and how well the lives of other
creatures are going must matter to us because it matters {from the
inside) to those creatures.

7.3 WELFARIST ETHICS AND POLITICS

We have now constructed a theory of welfare and defended a wel-
farist theory of the good. Our work is therefore essentially com-
plete. Instead of recapitulating the ground we have already covered,
I want to conclude by making a few suggestions about where we
might go from here. Suppose that we agree about the nature of
welfare and its place in ethics; what difference might that make to
our ethical and political theories?

In affirming a welfarist foundation for ethics we have remained
studiously agnostic about the further shape of an ethical theory.
Consequentialists will build on this foundation by amalgamating the
interests of separate individuals into some overall agent-neutral
goal, which may be purely aggregative {as in utilitarianism) or in-
corporate distributive constraints. The maximization of this goal
will then serve as the touchstone for developing a deontic structure
of rights and duties, justice and fairness, and an aretaic structure
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of virtues.”” Deontologists will want to bypass this globalizing step
and instead construct a system of duties whose function is to
protect individual welfare, mainly {though not exclusively) by pro-
hibiting the intentional infliction of harm. These duties may be
exceptionless, or they may be overridable by consideration of overall
consequences. Finally, virtue theorists will identify as virtues those
dispositions which tend to promote well-being, whether that of
the agent or of others.

I do not intend to abandon this agnosticism ar this late stage in
the argument. The development of a full welfarist ethical theory is
a task for another occasion. Instead, | want to consider the pos-
sible impact of welfarism on some prominent issues in political
theory. First we need to consider briefly the relationship between
ethics and politics. The former has been traditionally thought to
be prior to the latter: the general norms or principles of ethics
apply inter alia to the special case of interactions between states
and their citizens. However, this ordering has been challenged in
recent years on the ground that the values commonly espoused by
ethical theories themselves presuppose antecedent social and po-
litical arrangements, so that ethics itself is political right down to
its foundations. In the face of this challenge, welfarism reaffirms
the traditional priority. At least it does so when it adopts, as it
should, a subjective theory of welfare, which can be neutral among
divergent ways of life and cultural traditions. With one important
exception, to be discussed in a moment, this conception of indi-
vidual welfare is independent of, and prior to, any assumptions
about desirable {or undesirable) political structures or cultural
traditions. Welfare is in this sense beyond ideology. It can there-
fore be used as the foundation for building a cross-cultural theory
of justice, and of exploitation or oppression.

The important exception concerns the role played within a sub-
jective theory by the requirement of authenticity. If an individual’s
well-being consists in whatever way of life she endorses as an
informed and autonomous subject, then welfarism obviously privi-
leges the traditional liberal value of autonomy. But it does so not
because autonomous individuals rank higher on some scale of
objective value, but rather because where the social conditions for

7 1 have wied to show how this process might go for rights in Sumner ro87,
ch. &.
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the autonomous adoption of personal values are lacking, we can-
not know wherein people’s well-being consists. There is therefore
a deep affinity between welfarism (when coupled with a subjective
theory of welfare) and the liberal conception of the person as self-
determining and self-making.’ Once autonomy has been recog-
nized as a foreground value then it seems inevitable thar defence
of the traditional liberal freedoms (especially freedom of expres-
sion) will become a high priority for a political theory.”

This derivation of political liberty from welfarism (assuming
that it can in fact be carried out) contrasts with more recent
currents in liberal thought, especially in the work of John Rawls.
In A Theory of Justice Rawls tried to ground principles of justice
in the agreement of agents in a hypothetical ‘original position’,
structured by conditions which it would be reasonable for every-
one to accept, Partly in response to criticisms that these conditions
were biased toward liberal individualism, Rawls has latterly come
to reinterpret his theory of justice—what he now calls political
liberalism—as *freestanding’, thar is, as requiring no grounding in
a ‘comprehensive moral doctrine’.* It can therefore be compatible
with the wide range of such doctrines which may be espoused by
citizens of a multicultural liberal society. On the other hand, by
being disengaged from an ethical foundation, and instead pre-
supposing shared commitments which are peculiar to the liberal
democratic tradition, it also abandons all pretensions to universal
validity.

A welfarist foundation for liberalism would occupy the middle
ground on this conceptual territory. Because welfarism is only a
theory of the good, and is therefore compatible with a variety of
fully articulared ethical theories, it is not a comprehensive moral
doctrine of the sort that Rawls has in mind. Instead, it is the
common denominator of many (though not all) such doctrines.
On the other hand, neither welfarism nor the subjective theory of
welfare embedded in it is self-evident or uncontroversial. (If they
were, then we would not have needed to take so long to argue for
them.) Even after reading this book, not everyone will be a welfarist
or a subjectivist about welfare, Welfarism cannot, therefore, hope

H See 5, 5.2

* As in Mill 1977, For contemporary arguments from the value of antonomy
to liberal freedoms, see Raz 1984, ch. 15, and Scoccia 187,

' Rawls 1993, esp. pp. 11 ff.



220 Welfarism

to offer an argument to liberal ideals from uncontroversial premisses
which everyone {even everyone in the liberal tradition) accepts.
However, it does capture what seems to me one very powerful
idea concerning the relationship of ethics to politics, namely that
the state needs to justify its policies by showing how they will
make the lives of its citizens go well, and that these citizens are the
final authorities on when this condition has been satisfed. If this
idea seems intuitively right, then it is a matter of more than paro-
chial interest to determine just how much of liberalism can be
established on a welfarist foundation.

One important aspect of liberalism 1s its acceptance of, or re-
spect for, widely divergenr lifestyles. Contemporary liberals have
tended to interpret this ideal as one of neutrality among concep-
tions of the good life, where this means that the state may not
favour or promote one such conception on the ground of its in-
trinsic superiority to the rest.!’ By a ‘conception of the good life’
liberals have meant some set of values or standards for the con-
duct of one’s life, which determine the appropriate mix of what
we have been calling personal goods. They do not mean that
liberalism must be neutral among competing political moralities;
on the contrary, it is one such morality. In order to qualify for
neutral consideration, therefore, conceptions of the good must be
compatible with a liberal theory of justice (the belief that you will
be most fulfilled by a career as a serial killer will not qualify).

In the previous section we remarked the apparent connection
between liberal neutrality and value pluralism. One way to defend
neutrality is to argue that there are many co-equal personal goods,
thus many equally valuable combinations of them. Another 15 to
retreat to scepticism about the possibility of evaluating different
lifestyles. However, there 1s enough affinity between a subjective
conception of welfare and liberal neutrality to suggest that the
latter could also be given a welfarist justification.** From one point
of view welfarism is not neutral, since it 1s one option among
many as a theory of the good. But affirmation of welfarism by

Y The principal advocates of liberal neutrality have been Rawls 1971 and 1993,
Lecture V; Nozick 1974; Ackerman 1980; Dworkin 1985, ch. #; Larmore 1987,
ch. 3; and Kvmlicka 19894, ch, 5, and ra8sbh. However, commitment among
contemporary liberals to the ideal of neutrality is not unanimous; for dissenting
views see Raz 1986 and Hurka 1993, ch. 11, They will hnd support in many
classic defences of liberalism, such as Mill 1g97.

% This affinity is explored in Arneson 19904,



Welfarism 221

liberals does not violate liberal neutrality in any serious way, since
a subjective conception of welfare is itself neutral among all the
different ways of life which individuals can autonomously en-
dorse. As Richard Arneson has pur it, “Welfare .. .is a purely
formal notion that does not determine the substantive aims that
society, valuing each individual's satisfactions, strives to reach."
Once more, therefore, welfarism seems to constitute a middle
ground for liberals, this time between pluralism and scepticism.
Furthermore, for reasons outlined above it furnishes a defence
against the claim that liberal freedoms themselves favour one way
of life—that of the autonomous agent—over others.

Liberty, and the neutrality intended to foster it, make up one
important liberal value. Bur liberals are also disposed to defend
their political regime on grounds of equality. This equality may be
the abstract ‘equal concern and respect’ advocated by Ronald
Dworkin.® Or it may be much more concrete, consisting of some
form of substantive equality among the citizens of the liberal state,
This latter interpretation implicates a theory of distributive justice
and raises the question: What is the good of which citizens are to
be assured equal shares? Or, as G. A. Cohen has put it, what is
the currency of egalitarian justice?"’

Does welfarism suggest an answer to this question? It might
seem to suggest the wrong answer: that liberal institutions should
aim to ensure equality of welfare. On a subjective account, some
aspects of our well-being (our aversion to pain, for instance) are
relatively unaffected by our idiosyncrasies of taste or our freely
chosen projects. But others are not: whar counts as the best life for
you will be strongly influenced by your particular constellation of
personal values or aspirations. Suppose that, having convinced
yourself thar you are the sort of person who deserves the best, you
are unahle to be satished with less than the fastest cars, the flashiest
clothes, and the best cosmetic surgery, while your more modest
neighbours are able to achieve the same level of well-being with
much more limited resources. A theory of justice which requires that
resources be distributed so as to ensure equality of welfare will, in
effect, enable you to tax your neighbours for the maintenance of

1 Ibid. 226, * Bee, for imstance, Dworkin 183, ch. B

Y Cohen 198y, Besides Cohen, this ssue of liberal equalicy has been addressed
by Rawls 1971 and 1982, Scanlon re7s, Sen 1980, Dworkin 19812 and r981h,
and Armeson 198y and 1yocb.
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vour expensive lifestyle. And that seems unfair, not least because
(we are to suppose) you too could have chosen to cultivate more
humble tastes.

Welfare 1s an unatrractive currency for egalitarian justice. But is
it the currency implied by a welfarist theory of the good? There
are two reasons for thinking not, one shallow and one deeper. The
first reason just reminds us again that welfarism does not itself
imply any ethical goal, either aggregative or distributive; a fortior,
it does not imply equality of welfare as such a goal. The danger
with making this response, and going no further, is that welfarism
might then be thought to be entirely silent concerning the currency
of egalitarian justice, thus lending liberals no assistance whatever
on this question. Instead of giving the wrong answer, it gives no
answer at all. We therefore also need the second reason for resist-
ing the straightforward argument from welfarism to equality of
welfare.

Here we need to draw attention to an important feature which,
like their welfarism, is the common property of all welfarist ethi-
cal theories (indeed of all non-welfarist theories as well). Each
such theory will provide, in its own way, a criterion of the right:
some general specification of what the right thing to do (or be)
consists in. However, a theory is not committed to recommending
that ethical decision-making always be based directly on this cri-
terion {whatever it may be). The question of how best to meet or
satisfy the theory's criterion—how to do the right thing—is a
further one, and for various contingent reasons a direct strategy
(just apply the criterion whenever you face an ethical decision) is
unlikely to be the most successful.*® Most theories will therefore
counsel the adoption of an indirect strategy, consisting of what-
ever set of rules or dispositions is calculated, given realistic assump-
tions about the nature of human agents and their circumstances,
to increase the likelihood of success in making the right decisions.

The choice of a currency for a conception of egalitarian justice
can be regarded as such an indirect strategy. From the fact that
making people’s lives go better is the ultimarte rationale and jus-
tification for liberal policies, it does not follow that well-being
must figure directly in the formulation of such policies. In principle

% T have discussed these issues at length, for the special case of consequentialist
theories, in Sumner 1987, 5. &,2. Seec also Railton rg84 and Parhit 1984, Part L
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at least, a welfarist liberal state need never ask itself directly what
will best promote the welfare of its citizens (though it will surely
often do better if it does). Instead, it can fall back on the value of
fostering what we have called standard goods: those goods which
correlate reliably with well-being, though their role and impor-
tance may vary widely from person to person. It is some mix of
these goods which will then constitute the currency of egalitarian
justice. What that currency might be—whether Rawls’s primary
goods, or Scanlon’s urgent preferences, or Sen’s capabilities, or
Dwaorkin’s resources, or Arneson’s opportunity for weltare, Cohen's
access to advantage, or something else entirely—I shall not attempt
to decide. For our purposes, the important conclusion is that welfare
might serve to direct liberals to the best currency withour itself
serving as that currency.

All of the foregoing remarks about possible links between
welfarism and liberalism are highly speculative, designed to raise
interesting questions for further exploration rather than providing
answers to them. They have been motivated by a sense of regret
that welfarism, which served in the hevday of urtilitarianism as one
prominent ethical basis for public policy, has declined in this anti-
foundationalist age to the status of a neglected option, even among
liberals.*” This decline has doubtless been prompted both by the
widespread abandonment of utilitarianism and by the assumption
of simplistic and unattractive conceptions of well-being. With a
better understanding of what welfare consists in, and of the vari-
ous theoretical directions available to welfarists, perhaps the time
has come for welfarism to be taken seriously again as a promising
foundation for both ethics and politics.

7 Griffin 1986, Pare 111, is a conspicuous exception to this trend.
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Moral philosophers agree thar welfare matters. Bur they do not agree
about what it 1s, or how much it matters. Wayne Sumner presents an
original theory of welfare, investigating its nature and discussing its
importance. He considers and rejects all notable rival theories, both
objective and subjective, including hedonism and theories founded on
desire or preference. His own theory connects weltare closely with
happiness or life sansfacnon.

Professor Sumner then proceeds to defend welfarism, that s, to argue
(against the value pluralism that currently dominates moral philosophy)
that welfare is the only basic ethical value, the only thing which we have a
moral reason to promote for its own sake. He concludes by discussing the
implications of this thesis for echical and political theory.

‘Undismayed by the damage that economists and politicians in different
ways have done to the term “welfare”, Sumner offers a carefully developed
systematic argument for restoring the term to a better use .. . . . At every
stage it is illuminating. At every stage it keeps up enough suspense to impel
readers to go on to see how the next stage will work out. This will be true
even for readers thoroughly familiar with the topics and the texis that
Sumner takes up. Sumner has something new and pencirating to say about
all of them. Thus overall it is a very accomplished book.’

David Braybrooke, Philosophy in Review

‘the book is extremely well-written and argued, and the discussion of
competing views (e.g. hedonism, desire theory, perfectionism) is very
insightful. Most importantly, Sumner's theory of welfare breaks important
new ground, and is sure to become one of the leading theories, Ignore this
book at your peril.’ Peter Vallentyne, Econamics and
Philosophy

Wayne Sumner is Professor in the Department of Philosophy and the
Faculty of Law at the University of Toronto. He is the author of The
Moral Foundations of Rights (1987) and Abortion and Moral Theory
(1981), and co-editor with Joscph Boyle of Philosophkical Perspectives on
Bioethics (1996).
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