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ABSTRACT 

The central question I address in this thesis is ‘Will adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the 

Economic Materialist make you happier?’ One prominent and influential psychological account of 

happiness involves subjective well-being, defined by Deiner, in the following terms: 

“Life satisfaction (global judgments of one's life), satisfaction with important domains (e.g., 

work satisfaction), positive affect (experiencing many pleasant emotions and moods), and 

low levels of negative affect (experiencing few unpleasant emotions and moods)” (Diener, 

2000, p. 34). 

Subjective well-being has intimate links to philosophical theories of happiness involving mental 

states, hedonism, emotional state theory and life satisfaction. Based on this subjective well-being 

account of happiness, psychologists claim the Economic Materialist, who places “possessions and 

their acquisition at the centre of their lives” (Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304), is less happy than 

people who do not have possessions as a central goal. This pervasive view, that the Economic 

Materialist, someone who has possessions as a central goal, is sadder, I call the “Standard View”. 

I argue against the Standard View by arguing that the Economic Materialist is happier than 

subjective well-being claims they are. This includes that, one, possessions have a special salience 

for the Economic Materialist, which skews their subjective well-being self-reports downwards. 

Two, the Economic Materialist readily accepts lower subjective well-being because some 

instrumental benefits of possessions improve their lives in other ways. And three, that the type of 

happiness you use has profound effects on the plausibility of materialism being beneficial to your 

happiness, and the Economic Materialist can be happier on other non-subjective well-being types of 

happiness.  

My contention is that subjective well-being does not capture the inherently complex nature of 

happiness. The affective (involving hedonism and emotional state theory) and cognitive (involving 

life satisfaction) aspects which make up subjective well-being privilege our introspective 

experience of life. They only partially explain the holistic concept of happiness, as our 

psychological experiences are only one (albeit important) dimension of happiness.  

Subjective well-being as happiness fundamentally misconstrues the conceptual texture of happiness, 

which involves various dimensions each responding to various questions including whether 

happiness is a mental state or not, is descriptive or evaluative, how it relates to well-being, how it 

relates to morality, and if it is within our control or not. The respective responses given to the 

various individual dimensions collectively combine to give a type, and various types of happiness. 

Accounts of happiness (and pleasure) in the literature tend to be essentialist and reductive, which 

leads to mistaken claims of unhappiness for some groups based on a single type of happiness, 

excluding other conceptual iterations (types) of happiness.  

Hence, it is vital to disentangle these notions, outlining a pluralism about the concept of happiness. 

There are many different types of happiness (just as there are types of prejudice or forgiveness), 

which may be partially or completely compatible, or incommensurable, with each other. To say that 

an individual, or an undifferentiated cohort like the Economic Materialists are definitively 

unhappier is only correct for that type of happiness. The subjective well-being account of happiness 

is not sufficiently sensitive to these distinctions.  

I set out an example of a specific type of Economic Materialist’s (the “Happy Accumulator”) 

happiness, which is plausibly happier than Economic Materialist’s on subjective well-being 

accounts of happiness. If these arguments are successful, then it is likely that the Economic 

Materialist can be just as happy as the non-Economic Materialist.  
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A further argument is made that the Economic Materialist is happier than the non-Economic 

Materialist by comparing a type of EM happiness with another type of non-Economic materialist 

happiness. This is evidence for the claim that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic 

Materialist make you happier, answering the thesis question.   

This is important to investigate because we all must negotiate the role, priority, and place of 

possessions in our lives. Subjective well-being accounts of the Economic Materialists relative 

unhappiness, the Standard View, have common currency, and challenging this conventional wisdom 

can rehabilitate the role of possessions in their happiness. Further, it can show ways people 

generally can positively mediate their relationship to possessions and in doing so increase their 

happiness.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Why Economic Materialism and the central questions? 

If there is a more unsympathetic and caricatured figure in modern life than the Economic 

Materialist (EM), a person who prioritises money, wealth, and material goods - possessions 

generally, in their lives, then it would be hard to imagine. In fact, the term has become a pejorative 

for the worst excesses of acquisitiveness. Both conventional wisdom and empirical social science 

say the Economic Materialist has diminished happiness (Belk, 1984, p. 295; Kasser T. , 2002, p. 5; 

Dittmar, Bond, Hurst, & Kasser, 2014, p. 912; Fournier & Richins, 1991, pp. 409-10). 

 

This view is not entirely new, as cautionary tales of the dangers of acquisitiveness for happiness 

abound throughout human history. One well known, archetypal example from antiquity involves the 

story of King Midas, who covets gold and wealth. The initially positive gift of the ‘gold touch’, 

being able to turn anything he touches into gold, becomes a curse as he starts to starve to death 

because even the food before him turns to gold (Warrington, 1961, p. 18; Ovid, 2008 [ACE 2], pp. 

252-255).  

 

One version even suggests King Midas turns his own beloved daughter into gold, killing her. 

Importantly, for our purposes, King Midas thinks that the ‘gold touch’ will give him the valuable 

possessions he so craves, but finds he is mistaken about his ends. What he really wants is to be able 

to hug his daughter again. It is this relationship that provides happiness and is lost because of his 

lust for possessions.  

 

This concern that prioritising the acquisition and ownership of possessions leads to unhappiness has 

become even more significant in modern times with the democratisation of affluence. Where 
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previously only the very rich and powerful could aspire to own many material goods, modern 

wages mean the acquisitive lifestyle is within many people’s reach. Indicatively, “there are more 

people suffering from obesity worldwide than from hunger." (Bregman, 2018, p. 3). Further the 

introduction of free markets and specialisation of labour has led to a proliferation of products, 

increasing consumers’ freedom of choice when purchasing.  

 

This ambivalence towards materialism generally and the individual Economic Materialist seems 

pardonable given the astounding amount of economic inequality and preventable poverty in the 

world and our understandable desire to condemn crass consumption. People who seem overly 

focused on consumption to the detriment of other, more worthy values in our own eyes seem vulgar 

and misguided. Worse still, they may be morally culpable. Consequently, we can gravitate towards 

uncritical disparagement of the EM’s happiness, to affirm either the virtue of poverty or at least 

assuage our own guilt at our relative material comfort.  

 

But what if this ubiquitous, prevailing truism, that prioritising materialism decreases happiness – 

which I call the Standard View1, were incorrect? This thesis examines whether these commonly 

held beliefs are well grounded, what would give us good grounds for believing them, whether such 

grounds obtain, and what follows for our views on happiness (and indeed our pursuit of happiness) 

if they do not. It specifically sets out to ask the question:  

• Will adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist make you happier?   

I call this the Thesis question and much of this thesis will focus on it, central as it is to argue that the 

Standard View (the Economic Materialist, someone who has possessions as a central goal, is 

 

1 Please see the table below for the key terms of the thesis. 
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sadder) is only correct for some types of happiness. The resounding consensus of response to the 

thesis question seems to be that being an EM will make you unhappier. The unifying theme of my 

response will be that it is unlikely; that despite what conventional wisdom and psychology says, the 

Economic Materialist can absolutely achieve happiness in a variety of senses of the term. Further, 

many may even be relatively happier than the non-materialist, again in some important senses of the 

term. This perspective is important to investigate given the increasing potential for many of us to 

use possessions in the pursuit of happiness.  

Key thesis terms 

Thesis question Will adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist make 

you happier? 

Standard View The Economic Materialist, someone who has possessions as a central goal, 

is sadder. 

Broad question Above the minimal threshold of material goods for survival, does the pursuit 

of possessions increase or undermine your happiness?  

 

Before beginning, I would like to set out some initial distinctions about the scope of the project and 

the relative positions I claim for myself and others. Firstly, I am not claiming that critics of 

materialism are suggesting that possessions have no role in our happiness. This would be a 

strawman of their position. It seems undeniable that poverty and lack of wealth or possessions (of at 

least some kinds) can make people’s lives miserable. The condescending notion of the noble poor 

can be readily attacked by people living lives of deprivation and need. There is a threshold of 

possessions required for basic needs like food, shelter, and clothing. This seems uncontroversial2.  

 

 

2 One interesting question not explored in this thesis is what would this minimum threshold of possessions for food, 

shelter and survival look like? Is it contextual to the society you live in (hence involving status, envy, and comparison) 

or could there be a universal standard? Fortunately, there is some interesting and worthwhile work already going on 

in philosophy regarding the demands of morality, particularly for famine and poverty relief. I am thinking particularly 

of Peter Singers Famine, Affluence, and Morality (1972), Shelly Kagan The Limits of Morality (1989), and others. Also, 

important responses to the demandingness of utilitarianism including Bernard Williams work in Utilitarianism: For and 

Against (1973). 
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In the other direction, I do not claim that all materialism - that is, prioritising possessions over other 

values, is universally beneficial to happiness. There are certainly individuals, and a proportion of 

EM’s, whose focus on possessions in exclusion from other worthwhile life goods fatally 

undermines their happiness in some senses. In fact, we will later explore the strong evidence 

psychologists, using the notion of subjective well-being (SWB), have that EM’s are unhappier in 

some senses of the term. Most of us can see this.   

 

However, between this dichotomy, that the priority and pursuit of possessions is unnecessary for 

happiness, or necessarily creates unhappiness, is a more interesting philosophical question. This 

broader question is: above the minimal threshold of material goods for survival, does the pursuit of 

possessions increase or undermine your happiness? (Broad question). I will call this the Broad 

question, and while the main arguments of the thesis will not focus on it, if on the Thesis question 

(Will adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist make you happier?) the 

Standard View (the Economic Materialist, someone who has possessions as a central goal, is 

sadder) is incorrect, then this is evidence for types of happiness that benefit from pursuing 

possessions.   

 

One general response by opponents of materialism is to argue there is a tipping point above which 

more possessions and wealth does not appreciably increase happiness and well-being, and striving 

to possess more either makes no change to our happiness or can decrease it (Kasser T. , 2002, p. x; 

Hamilton, 2005, p. 18). Therefore, on this view, it is futile to focus substantially more on the pursuit 

of material possessions, when they will make no difference to or be detrimental to our happiness.  
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To be clear, the scope of this thesis is not to provide a definitive answer to this Broad question, 

applying to all people generally, of whether the pursuit of possessions increases or undermines 

happiness. More narrowly, I am focused on one particular strand of this debate, whether the EM’s 

pursuit of happiness through possessions undermines their happiness (i.e., what I have called the 

Standard View). I will argue the EM can be happier in some senses of the term by introducing a 

pluralism about happiness, which leads to variegated types of Economic Materialist happiness, 

some more plausibly happy than others. 

 

Crudely, the psychological notion of subjective well-being - which focuses on our first-person, 

psychological experiences to explain happiness, claims the EM is relatively unhappier – the 

Standard View. In response, I will argue that the particular type of happiness employed, involving a 

combination of dimensions of happiness, has profound effects on the plausibility of materialism 

being beneficial to your happiness. This leaves open the possibility that on some combinations of 

dimensions of happiness which collectively produce a type of happiness; the Economic Materialists’ 

acquisitiveness may in fact be more plausibly related to happiness than with the specific type of 

happiness called SWB.  

 

If I am successful in arguing for this position for the EM, this provides good reasons for thinking 

that pursuing possessions can enhance happiness more broadly for all people (the Broad question). 

This is because if the strongest proponents of possessions as a path to happiness (the EM) were 

effective, then we all could potentially utilise these beliefs and attitudes to some extent to enhance 

some types of happiness. At the least we would be aware of the types of happiness – involving 

different combinations of the individual dimensions of happiness, materialism promoted and the 

types it may undermine.  
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This more nuanced understanding of the types of happiness possessions and their pursuit promotes 

or undermine seems both important and urgent to know. Moreover, there are real world 

implications because of the increasing call for SWB findings to be translated into government 

policies that could profoundly affect people’s lives.  

 

Further, promoting the pursuit of possessions as a path to happiness hints at various areas for further 

exploration and research. Particularly as the ambition of positive psychology is to effect policy 

change, they really want to be clear acquisitiveness really does make you sadder. An indicative 

claim is - “Our thesis is that [subjective] well-being should become a primary focus of 

policymakers, and that its rigorous measurement is a primary policy imperative…and propose that 

well-being ought to be the ultimate goal around which economic, health, and social policies are 

built” (Diener & Seligman, 2004, pp. 1-2). Once you start pulling policy levers this has 

consequences, sometimes unintended. Having set out the project, next, I will briefly overview how I 

will make this argument.  

 

Overview of the project 

This thesis begins by conceptually mapping happiness3, focusing on the various dimensions 

involved which collectively make up a type, (or types) involved in the holistic concept. 

Disentangling these dimensions is vital to showing that rather than happiness being of a single, 

monolithic type, there is a rich diversity of types of happiness. This pluralism about happiness is 

 

3 Based on the work of Mulnix and Mulnix (Happy Lives, Good Lives A Philosophical Examination, 2015; Theories of 

Happiness: An Anthology, 2015), which has a clear, accessible taxonomy of some of the key aspects and relationships 

of happiness.  
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integral to my later arguments with respect to claims of the EM’s stunted SWB – namely, “the 

extent to which a person believes or feels that his or her life is going well” (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 

2018, p. 1) (i.e. the Standard View). My argument will be that the EM is happier on other types of 

happiness involving different combinations of the dimensions. That is, the EM, while unhappier on 

SWB accounts, is more plausibly happy.   

 

Chapter 1 will explicitly set out the important dimensions of happiness4, as well as showing how 

these dimensions combine into a type, and types of happiness (please see tables below). Following 

Mulnix & Mulnix (2015, pp. 13-57; 2015, pp. 3-8)5, this includes dimensions involving responses 

to the following questions: 

• Is happiness a mental state? 

• Is happiness descriptive or evaluative? 

• How is happiness related to well-being? 

• How is happiness related to morality? and 

• Is happiness within our control? 

To be clear, while there will be criticisms interspersed, this will not be an exhaustive engagement 

with every dimension6. Each dimension would warrant a dedicated thesis on its own (for example – 

 

4 Importantly, this is not exhaustive of all the dimensions, and some have not been actively engaged in, like whether 

happiness is only usefully pursued in groups or society rather than individually. It has focused on what I think are the 

most important dimensions to understand in focusing on the EM and their happiness.   

5 Haybron, Feldman and Vitrano focus predominantly on the theories of happiness and the key conceptual mapping is 

more peripheral. Further, both Haybron & Feldman assume that happiness is descriptive. Mulnix & Mulnix seem to 

provide a useful taxonomy of the various aspects of happiness. I use this taxonomy as the basis of setting out how the 

dimensions collectively provide both a specific type, and many different types, of happiness.    

6 One could certainly keep adding dimensions, and this would more precisely locate the type on the conceptual map of 

happiness. However, for our purposes these central dimensions locate the type approximately enough that we can 

differentiate it from other types of happiness. For example, if you add another dimension called “how does society 
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is happiness solely a mental state or does it involve states of the world?), which is beyond the scope 

of this thesis. Further, while I will engage critically with each dimension, this is secondary to fairly 

setting out the basic, conventional views rather than advocating for any particular view of what 

happiness is. This agnosticism is in aid of both showing the texture of happiness and getting enough 

terrain on the table to eventually situate SWB’s criticisms of the EM.  

 

 

 

influence happiness?”, this will add greater precision to the location of the type but is not central to differentiating 

types broadly. 
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Dimension of Happiness 

Is Happiness a mental state? 

Happiness involves mental states   

Happiness involves states of the world   

Happiness involves both mental states and states 

of the world 

  

Is Happiness descriptive or evaluative? 

Descriptive   

Evaluative   

Both descriptive and evaluative   

How is happiness related to well-being? 

DESCRIPTIVE 

happiness does not have any value to well-

being 

 

happiness can have extrinsic or instrumental 

value to well-being 

descriptive happiness may be 

instrumentally good for our well-

being 

 descriptive happiness undermines 

well-being 

EVALUATIVE 

Happiness is necessary and sufficient for well-

being 

 

Happiness is necessary but not sufficient for 

well-being 

Happiness can be the prominent 

good in well-being 

 Happiness can be equal to other 

goods in well-being 

 Happiness can be subordinate to 

other goods in well-being 

How is happiness related to morality? 

Happiness is Conceptually related to morality 

Morality is necessary and sufficient for 

happiness 

 

Morality is necessary but not sufficient for 

happiness 

 

Happiness is Causally related to morality 

There is no causal relationship between 

morality and happiness  

 

Morality can be extrinsically good for your 

happiness 

 

Immorality can be extrinsically bad for your 

happiness 

 

Is happiness within our control? 

Happiness is within our control   

Happiness is not within our control 

 

  

Happiness is partially within our control   



17 

 

 

This rich array of combinations of the dimensions of happiness, in combination provide an instantiation of a particular type of happiness. Further, 

it allows for a variety of types of happiness. The below shows how this occurs at a high level. 

Dimension of Happiness  Answers to individual dimensions 

together  
Types of happiness 

Is happiness a mental state? 

= Type of Happiness 

Is happiness descriptive or 

evaluative? 

How is happiness related to well-

being? 

How is happiness related to 

morality? 

Is happiness within our control? 

 

 

Subjective well-being (SWB) broadly involves both affective and cognitive psychological aspects. 

Consequently, chapter 2 explores philosophical theories of affective happiness (hedonism and 

emotional state theory) that relate to and aid in understanding SWB. Crudely, these mental state 

theories focus on our positive, first-person psychological experience of happiness, through our 

feelings, moods, and emotions. Hedonism predominantly focuses on a positive stream of surplus 

pleasant over unpleasant experiences; whilst emotional state theory is more intimately connected to 

your sense of self and involves a broader emotional condition (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 28). 

Understanding affective mental state theories of happiness, which make up SWB, will be crucial to 

understanding why SWB accounts in isolation miss the ways that the EM can be happier than the 

non-Economic Materialist.  

 

Haybron (2013, p. 26), to contrast the affective theories of hedonism and emotional state theory, 

uses the example of Carolyn Burnham, a deeply unhappy married real estate agent from American 

Beauty who is unmistakably miserable, despite her chipper, effervescent persona. Roughly, whilst 

both theories focus on our positive first-person experiences, Burnham might be happy under 

hedonism because of a collection of continuous, discrete hedonically pleasant experiences; but not 

on emotional state theory, because this collection of discrete, pleasant feelings masks a deep and 
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abidingly negative emotional condition. Her superficial cheeriness is only at the surface, but at a 

deeper level she is experiencing emotional turmoil.  

 

The chapter seeks to understand affective theories of happiness in philosophy, which will be integral 

to a later interrogation of the respective benefits and criticisms of SWB. This is because affective 

states are a vital component of the psychological theory of SWB. Consequently, I will critically 

engage with some of the established criticisms of hedonism and emotional state theory in 

philosophy, as they offer a host of insights into why mental states on their own do not give us the 

whole picture of happiness. Again, these criticisms will not be exhaustive as the focus is in 

identifying the key features and criticisms of these theories to effectively interrogate SWB in later 

chapters.  

 

Chapter 3 complements the previous chapter by exploring philosophical theories of cognitive 

happiness (life satisfaction) that relate to and aid in understanding SWB. This mental state theory 

also focuses on our positive, first-person psychological experience of happiness, though through our 

cognitive judgements of our life. Essentially, Life Satisfaction theory links happiness to having a 

favourable attitude or judgement of our lives in total, this is the view that endorsing your whole life 

as positive is tantamount to happiness (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 12). Critically examining the 

theory, its respective benefits, and criticisms, will further enable us to effectively interrogate the 

psychological theory of SWB in the next chapter. This is by showing how SWB is focused on one 

particular type of happiness – specifically the mental state dimension of happiness - when other 

combinations of these dimensions make the EM more plausibly happy on other types of happiness.  
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After exploring these philosophical accounts of happiness, Chapter 4 introduces the prominent 

psychological theory of happiness, SWB, which focuses on how we might affectively (through 

feelings, moods, and emotions) and cognitively (through our assessments of satisfaction) positively 

experience our lives (Diener, 1984, p. 542). SWB is the central target of the thesis, however, my 

claim is not that SWB tells us nothing about our happiness.  On the contrary, how we positively 

experience life is important. However, it is overemphasised because our phenomenology and mental 

states are so prominent and inescapable for each of us individually. Consequently, it does not give 

us the whole picture about happiness.    

 

More specifically, understanding SWB is vital as the theory claims the EM, focused on possessions 

and their acquisition, has stunted happiness (i.e., the Standard View). Consequently, we initially 

introduce and define the theory before examining how psychologists operationalise SWB through 

various tests. Essentially, my assertion is that the SWB view relies on one particular dimension of 

happiness involving happiness being about our mental states. Finally, I look at the main criticisms 

of SWB. Having understood what SWB is, what it claims to measure, its focus on the mental state 

dimension of happiness and main criticisms, we are now equipped to investigate the claims SWB 

makes about the EM in the next chapter.  

 

Chapter 5 introduces the Economic Materialist (EM), who privileges the pursuit and ownership of 

possessions in their life (Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304). It discusses three prominent theories 

identifying the central characteristics of the EM, the first involving central personality traits (Belk, 

1985), the second involving central values (Dawson & Richins, 1992), and the third involving 

values and goals with a focus on extrinsic over intrinsic goals (Kasser T. , 2002). Following this, I 

review the SWB research surrounding the EM. On all three of the above theories of what 
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characterises the EM, this research categorically supports the EM’s relatively lower happiness 

compared to people who do not privilege possessions (the Standard View). 

 

To pause and understand our position within the thesis, the initial step is to fully explore the breadth 

of happiness conceptually. This involves different combinations of the various individual 

dimensions of happiness, which together give a particular type and types of happiness. More 

narrowly, I next critically examined the philosophical theories of happiness involving mental states 

that relate to SWB – which has an affective element (hedonism, emotional state theory) and 

cognitive element (life satisfaction). More narrowly still, I next introduce and define our target, the 

prominent psychological theory of happiness, SWB, which focuses on the dimension of positive 

mental states. Finally, I introduce the protagonist, the EM, and examine the claims of SWB 

regarding their relative unhappiness. What we are left with is a claim to unhappiness for the EM 

based on the SWB theory of happiness, which is focused on one particular type of happiness based 

on the respective individual conceptual dimensions of happiness, particularly a focus on happiness 

being a mental state.   

 

The final chapter, Chapter 6, argues that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic 

Materialist makes you happier than, (a) such individuals report themselves to be, and (b) than the 

non-Economic Materialist. It is responding to the Thesis question (Will adopting the beliefs and 

attitudes of the Economic Materialist make you happier?). It does this by building on the 

foundations of previous chapters, introducing a pluralism about happiness, offering more plausible 

ways the EM can be happy.  

The arguments can be separated into two parts. The first group of arguments claim the EM is 

happier than SWB claims they are, rejecting the Standard View: the Economic Materialist, someone 
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who has possessions as a central goal, is sadder. Specifically, section 6.1 argues that the EM is 

happier than they self-report because possessions have a special salience for the Economic 

Materialist and this salience artificially distorts their SWB self-reports downwards compared to 

their generally higher SWB when not being surveyed. Next, Section 6.2 agrees that the EM has 

lower SWB, but disputes the implications for the EM, claiming the EM could readily accept lower 

SWB because some instrumental benefits of possessions improve their lives in other ways. These 

two arguments grant the premise that SWB is happiness.  

 

Following this, section 6.3 rejects that happiness and SWB are one and the same, arguing that there 

are other types of happiness where the EM is happier than EMs under SWB (based on the 

conceptual mapping in chapter 1). Rather than having the monolithic relationship to happiness 

SWB suggests, there is a rich variety of combinations of the respective conceptual dimensions of 

happiness which together make different types of happiness. I set out a specific example of an EM, 

(which I call the “Happy Accumulator”) to demonstrate a specific type of EM happiness, which is 

more plausibly happy than the specific EM studied by psychologists using SWB, which involve a 

focus on one particular dimension, mental states. Importantly, on the broader concept of happiness, 

in some combinations of the individual dimensions of happiness which create different types of 

happiness, the materialist is immune from the criticisms levelled by SWB; namely that the EM who 

experiences lower mental state, affective and cognitive, is unhappier. Essentially, this argument 

involves a pluralism about happiness which leads to variegated types of Economic Materialist, who 

are happy in different ways.  

 

The second part argues that the EM can be happier than the non-Economic Materialist (non-EM), 

making the positive case that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist makes 

you happier, in response to the Thesis question: Will adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the 

Economic Materialist make you happier?. Section 6.4 argues for the further comparative claim (that 
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the EM can be happier than non-EMs) by contrasting an EM (the “Happy Accumulator”) type of 

happiness, with other types of non-Economic Materialist happiness, to demonstrate that some EM’s 

can be happier than individuals who do not prioritise materialism. Because there are plausible types 

of EM that are happier than non-EM’s, this is evidence for the view that adopting the beliefs and 

attitudes of the Economic Materialist will make you happier.   

 

Essentially, the type of happiness you value has profound effects on the plausibility of materialism 

being beneficial to your happiness. To be clear, I am not suggesting that people are often able to 

readily articulate their position on the individual dimensions of happiness that combine to give a 

type of happiness they value. Their stance towards happiness often just manifests itself in the way 

they articulate their own and others’ happiness. However, being clearer on the idea that there are 

many types of happiness made up of various combinations of the individual dimensions of 

happiness allows for finer grained and reliable distinctions about the EM’s happiness.  

 

Having shown through a pluralism about happiness that the EM can be happier on some types of 

happiness, I anticipate and respond to the major objections to this pluralism about the EM’s 

happiness. Chief among these is, one, SWB already captures an integral type of happiness  focused 

on our experience of the world which should take priority; and two, that types of happiness may be 

incommensurable, making relative judgements of happiness impossible.  

 

I respond to the first by agreeing that our psychological, mental state experience of the world is an 

integral aspect of our happiness. However, in isolation it is not enough to account for the rich and 

textured nature of happiness. To the second main objection, you can grant that some types of 

happiness may be incommensurable, whilst granting that people may prefer some types over others. 
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Further, this is a useful tool for interrogating the claims made about the EM’s, and people more 

generally, happiness.  

 

Finally, the thesis concludes by outlining the philosophical importance of these claims. These 

include that understanding and mediating our relationship to possessions in constructive ways that 

promote happiness is an inescapable part of life. To return to an earlier point, the more insightful 

question to ask when a happiness claim is made in psychology, philosophy or life generally is, what 

type of happiness is being employed? Understanding all of this will aid the EM, and people more 

generally, to effectively engage with possessions. 
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Chapter 1 A conceptual mapping of happiness  

“I actually detest the word happiness, which is so overused that it has become almost 

meaningless” (Seligman, 2011, p. Loc. 260) 

“The first thing to do is give up the idea that any single account of happiness can 

capture everything we use the word to talk about” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 9) 

Almost everybody claims they want to be happy, and many of us have an imprecise, pre-theoretical 

sense of when we think we, and others, are happy. But moving beyond this vague general notion 

into something more concrete is fraught with complication and ambiguity. This is no wonder given 

the plethora of contexts and meanings the term is associated with. Even beyond everyday views, 

there is a vigorous, unresolved, and ongoing debate about what happiness is in both philosophy and 

social science.  

 

This chapter will focus on mapping the terrain regarding the concept of happiness: making both its 

nature and value clearer. Adequately exploring what happiness is will allow later chapters 

(especially Chapter 6) to distinguish new forms of happiness for the Economic Materialist in terms 

of their relationship to key dimensions (such as well-being7 and morality) and types (the 

combinations of dimensions) of happiness. This conceptual understanding provides the scaffolding 

to reinterpret the claims of psychologists regarding the Economic Materialist’s relation to happiness 

(Chapter 5), offering a more plausible range of types of happiness for the Economic Materialist. 

 

7 “Well-being” will be used interchangeably with “The Good Life” within this essay. There is considerable debate about 

whether The Good Life is a broader concept than Well-being, and the further role of morality within them both. This 

will be discussed but will not be pivotal to the arguments surrounding psychologist’s claims about the stunted 

happiness of the Economic Materialist. These are claims based on one prominent psychological notion of happiness - 

subjective well-being (SWB) which involves hedonism and life satisfaction theories of happiness. 
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To be precise, I am not trying to definitively resolve what happiness is. This is because the purpose 

here is only to provide a framework for elucidating a more nuanced picture of the Economic 

Materialist (EM) - who places “possessions and their acquisition at the centre of their lives” 

(Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304). This is important because a more nuanced understanding of 

economic materialism in relation to happiness is needed to understand the implications of empirical 

work in this area. To date, this work has treated the economic materialist’s view of happiness as 

though it were a single type when, in fact, it is a class of different types that need to be carefully 

differentiated to be understood.  

 

This chapter is structured as follows. Section 1.1 Dimensions of Happiness conceptually maps 

happiness along its important dimensions. Following Mulnix and Mulnix8 (2015, pp. 13-57; 2015, 

pp. 3-8), it sets out these key distinctions through asking five central questions which drill down 

into different dimensions of happiness including: Is happiness a mental state? (1.1.1); Is happiness 

descriptive or evaluative? (1.1.2); How is happiness related to well-being? (1.1.3); How is 

happiness related to morality? (1.1.4); and finally, Is happiness within our control? (1.1.5). 

Understanding the individual dimensions of happiness is important in showing how complex 

happiness is. This perspective on happiness supports my later arguments that the EM can be happier 

on some types of happiness involving different combinations of the individual dimensions.  

The aim of this chapter is to establish a framework that will be useful for drawing important 

distinctions in later chapters among types of Economic Materialist’s happiness. This groundwork 

surveys answers to these questions with criticisms interspersed, rather than arguing for one 

particular type of happiness. Further, given the amount to be said on just a single type of happiness, 

 

8 Haybron, Feldman and Vitrano focus predominantly on the theories of happiness and the key conceptual mapping is 

more peripheral. But Mulnix and Mulnix sets out the conceptual debates prominently through these dimensions.  
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the argument is purposefully structured in a way that favours breadth of the literature and field of 

thought over depth in any area.  The breadth presented in this chapter is therefore useful as a vehicle 

to disaggregating different types of Economic Materialist based on their various relationships to 

happiness.   

 

The next section 1.2 Types of Happiness focuses on how the individual dimensions of happiness 

discussed in section 1.1 combine to provide a type and types of happiness. Understanding how these 

individual dimensions might fit together, if at all, to provide a type or types of happiness, is 

important in showing how complex happiness is. This pluralism about happiness supports my later 

arguments that the EM can be happier on some types of happiness involving different combinations 

of the individual dimensions of happiness.  

 

Finally, section 1.3 Conclusion summarises the work of this chapter. Setting out the various 

dimensions of happiness that combine to provide a type and types of happiness will provide the 

conceptual toolkit to start investigating particular dimensions (Affective and cognitive happiness in 

chapters 2 & 3) of happiness which relate to subjective well-being (chapter 4) - one particular type 

of happiness and the target of criticism of this thesis.  

 

1.1 Dimensions of Happiness 

There are several questions about happiness that can start to unlock its various dimensions. This 

chart outlines options and variations - things to consider regarding the concepts of happiness.  

Figure 1. Types of happiness  

This rich array of combinations of the dimensions of happiness, in combination provide an instantiation of a particular type of happiness. Further, 

it allows for a variety of types of happiness. The below shows how this occurs at a high level. 

Dimension of Happiness  Answers to individual dimensions 

together  
Types of happiness 

Is happiness a mental state? 

= Type of Happiness 

Is happiness descriptive or 

evaluative? 

How is happiness related to well-

being? 

How is happiness related to 

morality? 
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Is happiness within our control?  

 

These include:  

1.1.1 Is happiness a mental state? 

The first of these dimensions of happiness is happiness as mental state. That is, that happiness is 

simply first-hand positive experience of mental states. A popular view is that happiness is purely 

psychological, being a property of an individual’s states of mind (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 30; 

Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 14-5) – for example, experiencing prolonged feelings of pleasure and 

relatively little pain. On other views, happiness also involves non-mental states or states of the 

world (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 19-20) – for example, that you have genuine, real relationships, 

or autonomy and freedom. On this view, it is not enough to just have the experience of ongoing 

positive mental states – happiness as a mental state, the facts of the world must accord with this 

experience – happiness involves non-mental states. On the view of happiness involving states of the 

world for example, the (mental state) experience of feeling loved by one’s family is not enough, 

they must in fact genuinely love you.  

 

We will initially explore the case for happiness being a mental state. Intuitively, it seems a 

common-sense idea that how we experience our lives seems intimately connected to our happiness. 

We have private, unmediated access to our own phenomenological states and this introspection 

seems to confirm that often “being happy feels good” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 15). Importantly, 

the only way we can experience the world is through our own senses and experience. 

 

One broad account, hedonism (2.2), suggests that happiness “can be fully explained by appeal to the 

concepts of pleasure and pain” (Feldman, 2010, p. 23)9. This feel-good mental state can be cashed 

 

9 Though it seems clear that one can experience pleasure and be unhappy both in the moment and in the long term. 

This will be discussed in chapter 2.  



28 

 

out in a variety of feelings and more enduring emotions and moods. Mulnix & Mulnix (2015, pp. 

14-5) give an indication of the sheer breadth of positive mental states that happiness can be 

experienced as, including: 

“enjoyment, peace of mind, fulfillment, cheer, pleasure, euphoria, as well as being content, 

satisfied, serene, blissful, joyful, elated, and in high spirits…[among] many others” (Mulnix 

& Mulnix, 2015, pp. 14-5).  

This accords with our intuitions that happiness is both about our experience as a positive mental 

state and can be realised in various affective ways.     

 

Alternatively, life satisfaction (3.1) accounts suggest, very roughly, that the relevant mental state for 

happiness involves “an attitude of being satisfied with your life as a whole…[involving] a global 

judgment about your life, as opposed to merely having a pleasant experience” (Haybron D. M., 

2010, p. 30). This affirmation can be a rational, cognitive assessment of your life or a more visceral, 

emotional response to your life which involves a person feeling good about their life in totality, or 

both (Feldman, 2010, p. 138; Haybron D. M., Happiness, 2011). Again, common sense seems to 

suggest that we each individually have the best perspective to authoritatively view our lives as 

satisfactory or otherwise.  

 

We will explore both Hedonism (a category that includes the theories of ‘hedonism’ and ‘emotional 

state theory’) and Life Satisfaction accounts of happiness in more depth in the next two chapters. 

Importantly for our purposes here, both accounts involve our first-person psychological experience, 

either positive feelings, moods or emotions, or positive evaluations of satisfaction with our life. 

Essentially, our first-person experience of positive mental states seems on this view to be crucial to 

our happiness. What can be contested is whether these mental states are necessary and/or sufficient 

for happiness (or neither).  
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One reason mental state accounts seem plausible is that states of the world which we are unaware of 

seem unimportant on first glance to our happiness (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 19). To adapt an 

example from Fletcher (2016, pp. Loc 754-762)10, imagine you barrack for a rugby team which is 

playing in the afternoon at 5pm. However, your work project keeps you occupied all evening, and 

you are unable to access the score until midnight; where you belatedly find out that your team won 

the match. It seems strange to claim that you were made happier at 5pm – when the fact of the 

world, your team winning occurred. This is because you did not know the result until much later at 

midnight. The knowledge of your favourite team winning does not enter your consciousness until 

midnight, so you were completely unaware of something that would have made you happier from 

5pm until midnight. A fact of the world cannot affect your mental states until you are aware of 

them. Consequently, it cannot make you happier until you are aware of it.     

 

Further still, if states of the world you are not aware of matter for happiness, if you had died before 

midnight never knowing the result that your team won; it would be even stranger to claim your 

happiness had already increased, when you had no knowledge of your team winning. It seems 

critical that we are aware of something for it to influence our happiness. Our conscious experience 

of positive mental states, however conceived for now, may be all that is needed for happiness.  

 

The view of having to be aware of something for it to affect our happiness involves the idea that 

there are certain outcomes we desire, and that the experience of these outcomes make us happier. 

Importantly, this can be distinguished from things that we are not aware of but nevertheless 

positively affect our happiness. For example, suppose I am not aware that we have been 

experiencing a mild summer. This mild summer can still contribute to my happiness.  

 

10 Fletcher uses this example of your football team to bring out a difficulty for desire fulfilment theories that suggest 

you having a desire fulfilled, which you are not aware off, makes you better off. It is a good analogue for the 

discussion surrounding the relationship of happiness to states of the world that a person is not aware of.    
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An important challenge to views of happiness that focus solely on our mental states is that 

happiness, on some accounts, seems to require things beyond these positive mental states. One clear 

way this can be brought out is by considering deceived lives. These are examples of lives that are 

experienced as positive, in the first-person mental state way; but which involve states of the world 

which undermine happiness. Essentially, they involve examples of where there is a difference 

between the experience of the world and the reality11.   

 

Consider a prosaic, real world example of where your understanding of the world and the reality 

differ markedly. Hurka (2011, pp. 86-7) asks you to imagine that you feel you have a deep, loving 

relationship with your wife and are admired and well respected by your work peers. This gives you 

great pleasure and satisfaction. It arguably involves the protagonist experiencing happiness, as 

either hedonism – a preponderance of positive feel-good mental states, or life satisfaction – being 

satisfied either rationally considered or as an emotional response.   

 

However, your wife is carrying out a clandestine affair and your work colleagues secretly loath and 

ridicule you. If this deception remained undetected your first-hand experience is still positive, either 

under a hedonism or life satisfaction mental state account, and you can plausibly claim happiness. 

However, this strikes us as odd. Being deceived in this way is clearly bad. This is because it 

concerns “your relation to the world around you and, more specifically, to people who are important 

 

11 There is a plethora of examples of deceived lives cases. Mulnix & Mulnix uses the case of Truman Burbank from the 

movie The Truman Show; the main philosophical example involves Nozick’s experience machine, which will be 

discussed at length in chapter 2.   
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in your life” (Hurka, 2011, p. 87). If the experience requirement were all that mattered, this 

deception would be ideal, but it clearly is not.  

 

If the deceived person finds out their spouse is having an affair, they might want to reassess their 

previous attribution of happiness. On one view, they were previously so radically deceived that 

their earlier experience of happiness was erroneous. This counts as some evidence that there may be 

states of the world, rather than just states of our individual minds in isolation, that determine our 

happiness. 

 

However, proponents of mental state accounts of happiness can dispute this retrospective 

reassessment of the deceived individual’s experience of happiness. They can plausibly claim that 

the deceived individual was indeed happy previously, because at that time the deception was 

undetected by them, and they experienced a predominance of positive affect. All that has happened 

is that these new facts of the world are uncovered – and knowing they were previously deceived, 

this affects their current experience of happiness or recollection of their previous experience of 

happiness, rather than changing the actual experience at that previous time. 

 

This temporal aspect brings out an important point, and one of my central claims about happiness, 

that it is a pluralist concept. On a mental state version of happiness, you can claim that people 

leading deceived lives and experiencing life positively are happy. However, on non-mental state 

versions of happiness, these people are unhappy. Importantly, they all  seem plausible and are 

commonly accepted as correct in various contexts. Consequently, it is no use trying to prescribe a 

single correct usage as they are often incommensurable. Moreover, and importantly, my argument is 

compatible with either of these views.  
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Another argument against happiness being solely positive mental states is that there are pleasures 

and satisfactions (positive mental states) that in fact produce unhappiness, as well as pains and 

dissatisfactions that produce happiness (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 21). Consequently, our 

experience of positive first-hand mental states can undermine, and cannot be identical with, our 

happiness. This is problematic for the advocate of mental state accounts of happiness, as they must 

claim that positive experiences of mental states just are happiness.  

 

To unpack this, consider common examples of people who consistently eat unhealthy food or 

engage in excessive alcohol or drug use. They can plausibly claim happiness on some hedonism 

accounts which focus on the surplus of pleasures over pains. This is because eating an undue 

amount of unhealthy food or alcohol can create a lot of sensory pleasure. Despite this, many of us 

would want to claim their happiness is stunted in some respect because these practices are not good 

for the individuals. If happiness is intimately connected to well-being, then our mental states are not 

sufficient for happiness.  

 

One response for the advocate of mental state accounts of happiness would be to deny these types 

of cases are possible. They might argue that for our happiness, in the moment or over a sufficient 

time, to count as happiness involves a complex assessment of mental state experiences. To take the 

single or reoccurring pleasure of excessive eating on its own is a mistake on this view. This is 

because it is wrongly looking at a single mental state in isolation. More commonly, when we think 

of these pleasures they are within a whole mix of concurrent feelings, moods, and emotions. Some 

may be pleasurable, but others more painful. So, you may have a single, discrete feeling of pleasure 

at the unhealthy food you are eating. Yet concurrently, have several other feelings, moods and 

emotions that are unpleasant – because you loathe yourself for not having enough restraint to resist 

the food, despair at your lack of self-control, anger because you are making yourself overweight etc. 
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The point is that taken collectively, all these mental states do indeed track and capture happiness 

according to this more sophisticated hedonistic account.  

 

In this way, looking at the various affective pleasures and pains collectively may give a more 

accurate reflection of your first-hand mental states and undermine claims it is possible to have 

pleasures that are part of your unhappiness and pains that are part of your happiness. It also 

accounts for the example of the pain involved with exercise and dieting bringing you happiness. 

This is because the discrete pains involved are overwhelmed by the pleasures of losing weight, 

being healthier and perhaps more attractive, making you on balance happier (even on this mental-

state view).  

 

Despite this potential response from the advocate of mental state accounts of happiness, I argue it is 

still possible for mental state accounts of happiness to involve pleasures and satisfactions that are 

not good for our happiness. Addicts plausibly claim that the pleasures of consumption do 

consistently make them happy. Similarly, for life satisfaction accounts, there can be a disconnection 

between positive reports of satisfaction and our happiness. For example, Mulnix and Mulnix (2015, 

p. 21) discuss the perversion of cases involving cohorts of subjugated women who claim to be 

satisfied with political disenfranchisement or lack of access to education. This is because they have 

become acclimatised to this situation and internalised it as immutable. For many of us, their genuine 

claims of satisfaction – as happiness, seem mistaken. Consequently, cases of pleasures and 

satisfactions that are part of our unhappiness, as well as pains and dissatisfactions that contribute to 

our happiness, count against happiness being solely a matter of our positive experience of mental 

states.   

 

An associated, but less successful criticism of mental state accounts of happiness in my view, 

involves empirical problems. This includes that we may not be very good at reliably assessing how 
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happy we are on mental state accounts. To take hedonism accounts, the problem is whether we can 

coherently add up the various pleasures and pains either in the moment or throughout a lifetime to 

come to a definitive assessment of our happiness. This sort of hedonic calculus seems immensely 

complex. Would we be able to remember all the multitudinous pleasures and pains? Could we 

accurately assign them a value? Are some pleasures and pains incommensurable, making 

assessments impossible? This uncertainty is some evidence against being able to reliably ascertain 

our own happiness.  

 

Despite this. I would argue that the issue of how one knows if one is happy is not fatal to mental 

state accounts of happiness. Not having absolute epistemological knowledge of all our experiences 

and a definitive methodology for assessing our own happiness empirically does not prevent us 

making a decisive first-person assessment of our own happiness. We often just do make “on the 

whole” or “as best as I can make out” kinds of “all things considered” judgements about our 

happiness.  

 

A related challenge from opponents of mental state views of happiness involving hedonism is that if 

you grant for argument’s sake that you can coherently add and subtract the various pleasures and 

pains involved throughout an entire life, two lives of equal calculated numerical value could still be 

vastly more or less happy. This is because there may also be an organisational aspect to our 

happiness, that lives with a certain shape and trajectory are happier (Hurka, 2011, pp. 174-7). For 

example, imagine two lives with an equal amount of hedonic happiness12 – cashed out by adding 

the pleasures and subtracting the pains of each discrete moment, over a lifetime. Despite seeming 

 

12 Hurka points out that the assumption of two lives with the same amount of pleasures is problematic. It may be that 

you would have to compensate the downwardly trending life with extra pleasure as a life that is upwardly trending 

has additional achievement and the like, which may surreptitiously add other pleasures, meaning we do not fairly 

compare the hedonistic calculus. However, it is at least possible that two lives could have a roughly similar amount of 

surplus pleasures but have opposing trajectories.  



35 

 

indistinguishable, it is plausible to prefer an upwardly trending life than a downwardly trending life 

and consider it a happier life because of the progressive narrative.   

 

Further to this, many of us might be far happier with a life that had a smaller total amount of 

hedonic happiness in it, but which built increasingly to a crescendo; rather than one in which we 

had more total hedonic happiness overall over a lifetime, but which was only overwhelmingly good 

until the last 2 years, which were then devastatingly unpleasant. Essentially, while the total amount 

of hedonic happiness in our lives is important, we are also concerned with the distribution of the 

happiness; and that our happiness over a lifetime has a positive shape and trajectory. 

 

The same issue applies to Life Satisfaction accounts of happiness13. These accounts involve a global 

assessment of countless aspects of your life which may be on the spectrum of bad to good. Trying 

to coherently add these disparate domains together into an intelligible global judgement may be 

beyond us. As Haybron (2013) pithily states, “Life is not a gymnastics routine. If you try to boil 

your life down to a single number, the result is bound to be pretty arbitrary” (2013, p. 37). 

Essentially, despite intimately attending to our own mental states of satisfaction, we may get our 

first-hand assessments of the experience of happiness wrong.  

 

Despite this imprecision about how we might calculate our experience of happiness as a mental 

state, most people do make such assessments at certain times in their lives. Yes, we may get it 

wrong, but doing so seems unavoidable. To totally disregard our experience or self-assessments of 

happiness through our own mental states would diminish the importance we place on it.  

 

 

13 This will be developed fully in chapter 3 in the section on Life Satisfaction accounts of happiness. For now, there is a 

challenge to the idea that we can reliably assess our satisfaction with our own lives.  
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Taking stock of where this leaves us, on the one hand this seems to have established that our first-

hand experience of positive mental states, either as a surplus of pleasures or an attitude of 

satisfaction with our life as a whole, is an important element of happiness. The idea that we could 

disregard someone’s genuine claims to be experiencing happiness first-hand seems bizarre. This is 

because it would not respect our autonomy, alienating us from our own happiness and being 

paternalistic (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. Loc 2774-2779)14. We are uniquely concerned about our 

happiness, being generally, but not exclusively, self-regarding creatures.  We may be mistaken at 

times as to whether we are happy or how happy we are, but this does little to undermine the general 

claim that we can generally have an approximate sense of our happiness. 

 

We are typically authoritative (albeit fallible) about our own internal introspective states. We cannot 

experience life through someone else’s senses, and as such are best positioned to attend and assess 

our own mental states. The idea of having our genuine claims to happiness discounted, or others 

imposing an ascription of happiness or unhappiness on us, smacks not only of paternalism - but is 

misguided. This is so even if at times (as with knowing if one is in love or angry) someone else is 

better situated to determine if we are in fact happy or angry. Essentially, it would alienate us from 

our autonomy to have our genuine and authentic self-ascriptions of happiness undermined.   

 

However, on the other hand, cases of deceived lives, pleasures or satisfactions that are part of 

unhappiness, and cases of being empirically wrong about our happiness, seems to establish a role 

for states of the world as also contributing to our happiness. The responses to the mental state views 

(above) and the ultimately unsuccessful potential responses the these (also above) demonstrate that 

 

14 Haybron is specifically discussing Subjectivism in Well-being, however the criticisms are equally useful to criticising 

the view that happiness can be something (wholly and generally) external to our experience of mental states.  
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the right kind of connection to reality must be part of accounts of happiness. It is not enough that 

our life be experienced as happy, but that it actually is happy. Importantly, happiness: 

 

“requires that our experiences authentically reflect the conditions of our lives…there are 

certain things that make your life go better, independent of mental states. And these 

elements are part of your happiness, whether you recognize them or not, and also whether 

you value them or not” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 19 - 20).  

 

One prominent account of happiness, which we will not look at in any depth, but which 

accommodates this link to reality beyond just our first-hand experience of life is eudaimonism. On 

this view: 

 

“to be happy is to fulfill your positive potential or to flourish as a human person. To be 

happy in this sense is to live a complete life in which you fully actualize yourself. Beyond 

the mere experience of pleasures and satisfactions, your life can also go better or worse with 

regard to your ability to reason, to be creative, to be morally virtuous, to exercise autonomy, 

to engage in meaningful relationships, to live authentically, to possess good health, to be 

respected by others, and so forth (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 20).  

 

This account of happiness captures the importance, not just of our experience of our lives, but the 

vital component of how our lives really are. This appears an extremely onerous standard, possibly 

on this criterion: absolutely no one is happy. But granting this account for now, happiness is an 

accomplishment involving hard work (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 20). While I will not fully 

explore eudaimonism in the thesis, it is an example of a theory that accommodates both the first-

hand mental states aspect of happiness, and the critical states of the world aspect. It appropriately 
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attends to the need for the priority of the facts of our lives to be achieved for our happiness to be 

complete.  

 

In conclusion, my claim is that both mental states, and states of the world have a place in the 

concept of happiness. This is not controversial, as eudaimonism and other theories of happiness 

include a place for each. This is deliberately vague, giving little guidance for the relative merits or 

how to account for the two components of happiness – mental states and states of the world. This 

should not be surprising, the conditions for both are fluid and highly contextual. However, it 

captures the importance of both, and the poverty of one without the other. In this dimension of 

happiness, first-hand mental states and states of the world are both important elements of happiness. 

 

This distinction will be critical to my later discussion of psychologists’ notions of subjective well-

being (SWB): a mental state account of happiness involving elements of hedonism and life 

satisfaction theories, and their claims that the Economic Materialist, someone who has possessions 

as a central goal, is sadder – the Standard View. I argue that SWB involves mental states and not 

states of the world. Consequently, to take one idea, it is at least possible that the EM’s 

acquisitiveness could provide material security, a vital pre-condition to happiness which can be a 

state of the world, which they may not be aware of and therefore cannot be one of the mental states 

– thus it cannot be factoring into their self-assessments of their experiential happiness.  

 

1.1.2 Is happiness descriptive or evaluative? 

Another fundamental conceptual question to consider is whether happiness is descriptive or 

evaluative, or both? Happiness can be descriptive if it merely factually or empirically describes 

someone's psychology, their mental states rather than making a value judgement which is evaluative 

(Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 37; Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 36-39). Mental state accounts of 
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happiness, discussed in the previous section, can be either descriptive or evaluative, while non-

mental state accounts of happiness (e.g., eudaimonism) tend to be exclusively evaluative.  

 

This distinction can be brought out by example. Consider a friend, who you observe is typically 

joyful, playful, cheerful, at ease or imperturbable. The nature of their being, say, giddy or elated as 

a mental state is empirical. On descriptive accounts, this description of their psychology does not 

make any judgement about the value or worth of any of these mental states. Possibly being giddy 

has value or should be promoted and pursued, or it does not and so should not be pursued. But we 

are not making any value judgement about it.  

 

To build on this, perhaps your friend, whose mental state is resolutely cheerful, spends most of their 

life smoking marijuana and watching Netflix in their parent’s granny flat. Descriptively, our interest 

is in understanding their mental state. We do not, in this sense of happiness, want: 

“to know what sort of life ultimately benefits a person, serves her interests, or makes her 

better off. Suppose this man is leading a pleasant life of utter passivity, living like a [happy] 

pig and letting his potential go to waste. Can he really be doing well? This is a question of 

values, not psychology” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 11).  

 

The evaluative concept of happiness by contrast involves “value judgements about what matters, is 

good, or we have reason to do” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 37); asking the fundamental question if 

we should pursue happiness or not. Crudely, to make this explicit, we can grant that Hitler was 

happy in the descriptive psychological sense, with the early German war effort. This is separate 

from the evaluative claim regarding the worth or value of this happiness.  

 

This distinction is vital when considering claims about happiness from the literature. We need to 

understand what “kind of claim are we making when we say of someone that he is happy? Are we 
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merely describing his psychology, or are we saying something good about him?” (Mulnix & 

Mulnix, 2015, p. 36). The hedonism and life satisfaction accounts of happiness, briefly described 

above, focus on our psychological, first-person mental states and can be either descriptive, 

evaluative, or both. However, eudaimonism, which focuses on flourishing by fulfilling our 

potential, is necessarily evaluative - as it is a positive appraisal of someone’s happiness (Mulnix & 

Mulnix, 2015, p. 38).  

 

Some prominent theorists, and theories of happiness, (including subjective well-being) hold that the 

concept of happiness is purely descriptive. Others suggest the concept of happiness cannot be 

meaningfully considered as descriptive and is inherently evaluative. While still others claim there 

are two separate concepts and projects going on here, a project involving descriptive happiness and 

another involving evaluative happiness.   

 

One prominent descriptive example is Daniel Haybron’s Emotional State theory (2010, p. 105), a 

significant and sophisticated affect-based theory of hedonism, which acknowledges the integral part 

our conscious experiences seem to have in psychological happiness. While we will investigate this 

theory in more depth in chapter 2, this descriptive theory seeks to improve on hedonism about 

happiness, which focuses on a mere succession of pleasant experiences, by suggesting happiness 

involves a more comprehensive psychological condition which is more stable and enduring than 

such a succession of experiences.   

 

On this view happiness requires your “emotional condition to be favourable on the whole” 

(Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 28); where this emotional condition is more holistic, deep and enduring 

than either mere discrete experiences, pleasurable or otherwise, or for “the flow of your experience 

to be pleasant enough” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 28). This mental state account of happiness 

involves a broader emotional condition which has two aspects. Firstly, a predominance of positive 
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central affective states (mood-constituting emotions and moods); and secondly, your mood 

propensity, which is how disposed you are to feel certain emotions and moods. Importantly, 

Haybron (2010, p. 109) makes the distinction that this view does not look at happiness as being a 

mood or emotion. Instead, it is a condition which involves the aggregate of an agent’s moods and 

emotions.  

 

This allows for the complexity of our holistic emotional condition; as you may be, for example, 

both “cheerful and anxious at the same time” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 109). Happiness, on this 

view, involves psychic affirmation: 

“for your psychological condition to be a certain way...to try to figure out a person’s basic 

emotional orientation or demeanour: is she reacting favourably, in emotional terms, to her 

life? To be happy is essentially to be favourably disposed, in emotional terms, toward your 

life” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 28). 

 

While this brief introduction to Emotional State theory is not comprehensive, it seems to provide a 

deeper and more comprehensive mental state account of happiness than traditional hedonism 

accounts - which focus predominantly on having a sufficient surplus of affective pleasures over 

pains. Importantly, Haybron (2011) also claims this theory, and happiness generally, is about our 

long term, psychological descriptive happiness. Vitally, he claims that you can merely describe 

happiness without making any judgement about its value.  

 

I will argue there is a kernel of truth in this, that there are some positive mental states, that are either 

discrete or enduring, that merely describe your happiness – descriptive happiness. However, I will 

also further argue, that happiness is not just merely descriptive. Concurrent to most descriptive 
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happiness is an underlying evaluative essence. To be merely descriptive, happiness would have to 

be contextless, and thinking about happiness in any meaningful way also involves an evaluative 

element.  

 

To begin, understanding the temporal aspects of happiness is important to making this argument. 

There is an important distinction between feeling happy, being happy and a happy life. Feeling 

happy describes discrete events, a fleeting or intermittent feeling, emotion, or mood. For example, 

seeing your lover’s face after an absence, your children getting a school certificate or observing a 

pleasing sunset. Being happy involves a broader and more enduring, relatively stable long-term 

mental state. For example, over the last few months or years, having on balance experienced an 

overwhelming excess of positive over negative mental states. It is claimed that this is significantly 

distinct from a happy life, which is an evaluative value judgement associated with well-being, a life 

that is good for the person leading it (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 30; Feldman, 2010, pp. 8-9; Haybron 

D. M., Happiness, 2011).   

 

Proponents of happiness as a descriptive concept argue (correctly according to what I will argue), 

that feeling happy is superficial compared to being happy. Further, they claim being happy is 

descriptive. This I will dispute. Briefly, my response is that happiness is also evaluative; and 

further, that evaluative happiness has a relationship to well-being – leading a happy life (this will be 

discussed in detail in section 1.1.3).  

 

One component of this descriptive account of happiness is correct. Some discrete positive feelings, 

moods or emotions seem trivial to being happy. For example, if the weather is good today or you 

have sex or have a good meal, these may have no effect at all on your deep and enduring happiness 
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(Haybron D. M., 2010, p. Loc. 1061). Discrete experiences of happiness in isolation often seem 

ineffectual in altering our happiness in any enduring way.  

 

The second claim, that being happy - a broad and enduring mental state - is descriptive, I argue is 

only partially true. The distinction is that descriptive happiness involves peripheral mental states, 

whilst the core positive mental states are importantly evaluative. This is because any ongoing 

experience of happiness, in the broad and enduring mental state sense, concurrently has an 

evaluative element that takes precedence.  

 

To unpack this, it is possible over a relatively stable period to experience positive mental states, 

descriptive happiness, that is not evaluative. So, a succession of discrete feelings, moods, and 

emotions, if they continue over a longer period, can be solely descriptive. This is at least possible. 

You might just have a long period of good fortune, where happy circumstances happen to you, and 

your temperament is generally affectively pleasant. You are descriptively happy. 

 

However, merely describing someone’s psychology, that these lasting feelings, moods, and 

emotions mean nothing or have no value seems implausible in isolation. Concurrent to some of 

these broad and enduring positive mental states, will be an accompanying evaluative element which 

mostly overlaps and has precedence. Our enduring experiences of happiness are typically not 

operating in a void, detached from what we do or should value. Our happiness is not untethered 

from our personal values, narrative, projects, or identity. The latter play a role in our judgments 

about the former. 
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This accords with one of my central claims that happiness is a pluralist concept. On some uses of 

the term happiness, happiness is partially descriptive. However, it is not solely descriptive. This 

would be to see happiness as devoid of context. I would argue that when we discuss the colloquial 

sense of happiness, we are inherently making an evaluative claim, that happiness is valuable. This is 

true even if you are happy for the wrong reasons – your happiness is attained through immorality. 

There is some value to being happy and we are made better off having it.  

 

Further, by pursuing happiness, we act in ways that validate its evaluative importance to our lives. 

This is reinforced by the fact that we also typically think it is important for other people we care 

about to be happy (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 42-3). It would strike many of us as strange to 

describe our child’s happiness in great details, in insolation from thinking their being happy is good 

for them and what we ardently hope for. Thus, happiness seems inherently evaluative, though it 

includes descriptive aspects.  

 

Again, this is deliberately vague as there can be different types of value, such as “aesthetic value, 

moral value, prudential value, scientific value…among others” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 36). In 

this case it seems clearly a case of prudential value, involving “what is in someone’s interest, or 

what benefits him, or what is to his advantage, or what is good for him” (Kraut, 2016, p. 20). In 

summary, while discrete or peripheral feelings, moods and emotions can be descriptive, over the 

longer term our attributions of happiness involve evaluative elements.  

 

This conceptual dimension of happiness will later be important to understanding psychologists’ 

claims of the Economic Materialist having stunted SWB – what I have called the ‘Standard View’. 

Psychologists claim SWB results are merely descriptive claims, simply describing the Economic 
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Materialist’s undernourished mental states of happiness. This leaves open the possibility that this 

sort of happiness – subjective well-being involving elements of hedonism and life satisfaction - has 

no evaluative prudential value and is irrelevant to the Economic Materialist’s broader happiness or 

well-being. This would also then leave open the question of whether acquisitiveness was beneficial 

to well-being – leading a life that is good for the person leading it. I will later claim that Economic 

Materialists, as a cohort, despite their relative descriptive unhappiness on SWB accounts, can have 

higher happiness in the evaluative, happiness as well-being sense. This is true because their 

acquisitiveness means they have more material resources to withstand bad luck, ill health, and to 

provide autonomy. For a crude example, material resources instrumentally aid autonomy, for say 

providing better resources to pursue other things of value like literature.  

 

1.1.3 How is happiness related to well-being? 

Having now covered the first two of these three dimensions of happiness, I move on to the third – 

how happiness is related to well-being. The terms happiness and well-being are often used 

interchangeably, and this can lead to people talking past each other; potentially thinking they are 

disagreeing when they are not, or thinking they are agreeing when they are not. This is further 

complicated as psychologists using the term ‘subjective well-being’ are talking about descriptive 

happiness rather than well-being, whilst many philosophers disagree whether happiness merely 

involves positive mental states or involves well-being (Badhwar, 2016, p. 307).  

 

Well-being involves leading a life that is good for the person leading it. It encompasses “what 

ultimately makes something good or bad for an individual and, more broadly, what makes a life go 

well or poorly for the one who is living it” (Routledge, 2016, p. Loc 13123). Descriptive and 

evaluative accounts of happiness have a range of connections to well-being, which will be discussed 

in this section.  
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Descriptive accounts of happiness claim to be only describing someone’s mental states and making 

no claims about value. Consequently, descriptive happiness may have no, little or even detrimental 

value to our well-being. One position is that happiness does not have any value to well-being. Your 

happiness is irrelevant to how well your life is going, it just describes your broad and enduring 

mental states. For me this seems implausible, but we will explore how this might be possible.  

 

An example of this might involve someone experiencing mental state happiness while their life was 

not going well for them (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 40). This is the case in the earlier example of 

the deceived life – one where the individual experiences happiness because he erroneously thinks 

his wife loves him and his colleagues hold him in esteem. Alternatively, you could equally imagine 

someone who claimed well-being—that their life was going well for them—but their experience of 

life was predominantly negatively experienced in terms of their mental states. To adapt an example 

from Haybron15 (2010, p. 83), consider the dysthymic philosopher, who despite being depressed and 

generally deficient in pleasure, leads a life high in well-being – because they are leading a life that 

is good for them, involving worthwhile intellectual projects they value and are engaged with. This 

case seems entirely plausible. Many of us know people who just do not seem to take much pleasure 

out of life, showing little outward displays of emotions or moods demonstrating positive affect. 

However, even taciturn, or morose people can affirm they are leading lives that are good for them – 

well-being. These are examples of how someone might claim their happiness is descriptive and 

irrelevant to their well-being because their happiness and well-being diverge.   

 

 

15 This example was surrounding the cognitive-affective dissonance between shallow (Hedonism) and comprehensive 

(Emotional State) accounts of descriptive happiness but is very useful here as well.  
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Despite these examples, the idea that your experience of happiness could come apart from how well 

your life is going seems the least plausible relationship between happiness and well-being. 

Returning to an earlier point, we inherently mediate the world through our own senses and 

phenomenology. The idea that our first-hand positive experience of living has no implications 

whatsoever for leading a life that is good for us personally, seems implausible.  

 

Perhaps a more nuanced position could accommodate that not all positive mental states experienced 

as happiness effect our well-being. In fact, some fleeting pleasures and displeasures or satisfactions 

and dissatisfactions, experienced as happiness or unhappiness, have absolutely no effect on how our 

life is going (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. Loc 1049-1064). For example, having either discrete 

positive affective states - say from experiencing great weather which gives me pleasure or 

satisfaction; or a succession of them – a prolonged run of good weather giving me extended 

pleasure or satisfaction, seems irrelevant to my well-being. The pleasant weather makes me happy 

in a trivial and descriptive sense, but nothing goes beyond that. However, there are deeper, more 

enduring, and central positive experiences of happiness that seem more intimately connected to my 

well-being; like experiencing an ongoing and amazing relationship with my daughters. In this way 

you can think some inconsequential types of descriptive happiness do not affect our well-being, 

while allowing that more substantial types do.   

 

Importantly, a descriptive account of happiness can have extrinsic or instrumental value to well-

being (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 38-9). Something is extrinsically good for the individual 

because there are “some things that make us better-off by causing us to be well-off” (Bradley, 2015, 

pp. Loc 364-368). For example, possessions like a car to get around, a house for shelter, money to 

go out with friends, and the like can be extrinsically good to our well-being. Similarly, descriptive 

happiness may be instrumentally good for our well-being. We will discuss this next.   
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Importantly, because descriptive happiness claims there is nothing inherent to the nature of 

happiness that has intrinsic value, it needs to appeal to something beyond itself to explain any value 

to well-being (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 39). Adapting an example from Mulnix & Mulnix (2015, 

p. 39), being tall does not have anything in its nature that is inherently valuable. However, being tall 

is useful for being a rugby second rower in a line out. Being tall has instrumental value for playing 

rugby. Similarly, descriptive happiness leaves the question of value open. However, it may have 

instrumental value to well-being.  

 

One way that descriptive happiness could be instrumentally valuable to well-being is if we desire 

happiness for our well-being. This would be contingent on the individual desiring happiness if it is 

to be instrumentally valuable to their well-being (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 39). Another way, 

which would require empirical evidence to establish the instrumental benefit, would be for 

descriptive happiness to be correlated to well-being (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 39). This seems 

plausible when we consider that when we feel our lives are going well for us, this is typically 

accompanied by a greater preponderance of positive affect, cashed out in various positive feelings, 

moods, and emotions. Again, in this way descriptive happiness would be extrinsically linked to 

well-being.  

 

Importantly, the extrinsic relationship could work in the other way. Possibly descriptive happiness 

undermines well-being. It is almost prosaic to encounter cases of people who concurrently have 

high descriptive levels of happiness, and profoundly lack well-being (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 

40). Someone who consistently drinks themselves into oblivion, can on some hedonism accounts of 

descriptive happiness claim to be happy. However, we may want to say they are not leading a life 

that is good for them, one they should promote or aspire to.  
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Alternatively, evaluative accounts of happiness suggest that happiness has value and should be 

pursued. When we ascribe happiness to someone, we are not just describing their mental states, but 

often claiming this is good for the person. Consequently, evaluative happiness is intimately 

connected to our well-being in a variety of ways. Many people think it is incoherent to try and think 

of happiness in isolation from having value (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 40-1). Essentially, they 

view happiness as necessarily evaluative. To take one example, under eudaimonism, flourishing 

involves meeting standards that are good for us, or we should aim at. 

 

A key distinction is that if you grant that happiness is essentially evaluative (rather than extrinsic/ 

instrumental as above), it can still have different relationships to well-being. A strong claim might 

entail happiness being identical (necessary and sufficient) to well-being. On this approach 

happiness and well-being are the same thing (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 45). Evaluative happiness 

is just leading a life that is good for the person leading it.  

 

Importantly, these relationships very much depend on the theory of happiness and well-being we 

are using, and their compatibility or otherwise. To bring this out by example, you could think that 

happiness involves a surplus of affective pleasures over pains, over a sufficiently stable duration. If 

you also think that this type of happiness is necessary to lead a life that is good for you individually 

- for well-being, then these things are identical. This is in part because the respective theories, in 

this case hedonism about happiness and well-being, more readily align than other disparate theories.  

 

Alternatively, evaluative happiness could have other degrees of connection to well-being, being one 

component among others, or necessary but not sufficient (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 44-5). In this 

way, other components like morality, autonomy, relationships, and the like must be reconciled and 

balanced against happiness. Perhaps happiness is variously either subordinate, has parity or takes 
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precedence to these other goods. One example of such views would be a theory of well-being that 

contained several intrinsic goods including happiness, achievement, and morality, among others.  

 

Specifically, an example might involve an objective list (OL) approach to well-being, a prominent 

theory of well-being. Objective List theories16 suggest well-being is constituted by a single, or 

multiple, non-instrumental or ultimate goods, which are good or bad for a person irrespective of 

whether the person wants them or not (Parfit, 1984, p. 499). This attitude-independence is integral 

to the concept, and responds to concerns, on both the hedonism and desire satisfaction accounts of 

well-being, that there may be things that are good or bad for us, regardless of our attitude towards 

them (Fletcher, The Philosophy of Well-being An introduction [electronic], 2016, pp. Loc 1192-

1209). In this way Objective List Theories of Well-being are sensitive to concerns about the 

qualitative dimension of non-instrumental goods; and specifically, our concerns about how 

immoral, trivial, or unworthy, acts or aims, can contribute to well-being.   

 

Typically, Objective List approaches involve a “brute list of goods, such as knowledge, friendship, 

accomplishment, pleasure, etc” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 36). Additionally, they conventionally 

involve pluralism – that there is more than one non-instrumental good, that is good for the 

individual. Pluralism is not essential however, and monistic theories – ones involving a single non-

instrumental good, include both hedonism and desire satisfaction (Fletcher, The Philosophy of 

Well-being An introduction [electronic], 2016, p. Loc 1221)17.    

 

16 Because each of the respective strengths and weaknesses of OL involves rich and nuanced arguments we will only 

look at the top-level arguments, as the OL theory is not the focus of this thesis.   

17 Interestingly, Bradley (2015, p. 59) claims OL theories are (1) pluralistic and involving multiple intrinsic goods rather 

than being monistic, and (2) identify the prudential goods integral to our welfare and are not focused on underlying 

“metaphysical questions about essences and natures” (Bradley, 2015, p. 59). 
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An example from Fletcher (2016, pp. Loc 1225-1229) can make the concept more accessible. He 

suggests an Objective List theory which involves knowledge; “Knowledgism: All and only 

knowledge is the only prudential good” (Fletcher, The Philosophy of Well-being An introduction 

[electronic], 2016, p. Loc 1225). This is both monistic and attitude-independent and claims that 

knowledge is the only good for well-being.  

 

While Fletcher does not specifically address what would involve prudential disvalue on this 

account, we will attempt to sketch this out now. You could plausibly claim that being educated is 

instrumentally valuable in providing the non-instrumental prudential good of knowledge. This 

would increase your well-being. Alternatively, not having knowledge, perhaps by being 

intellectually incurious, or not engaging with formal education would create prudential disvalue and 

decrease your well-being. While this is an implausible account of what constitutes well-being, in 

isolation; it nevertheless gives a flavour of what a monistic Objective List theory might look like.  

 

To build on this, a pluralist objective list account would involve multiple non-instrumental goods. 

Fletcher (2016, pp. Loc 1248-1252), for the purposes of example, introduces a pluralist account, 

which is useful in interrogating the theory18. This is the three goods objective list theory, which 

includes the non-instrumental goods of pleasure, friendship, and achievement. We will examine this 

briefly to explain the role of happiness (as pleasure) as a necessary, but not sufficient part of well-

being. Hurka (2011, pp. Loc. 769-793), in a thought experiment he attributes to Derik Parfit, 

 

18 Importantly, Fletcher is not advocating this view, he is just using it as an example to aid understanding the benefits 

and faults in the Objective List view of well-being.  
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presents an argument that happiness (as pleasure), for example hedonism, is less important than the 

other goods involved in well-being, like achievement and morality. Pleasures and pains seem to 

have a temporal asymmetry, where we heavily discount pleasures and pains that have passed, which 

other goods do not have. This can be borne out by thought experiments involving past and future 

events; which suggest we would much rather have a larger, more painful operation in the past; than 

a small operation tomorrow. The past is past, and the pain of the larger operation has gone, but the 

smaller imminent operation, its admittedly smaller amount of pain and discomfort aside, will affect 

our happiness in the short-term future. This seems strange because if you are rationally calculating 

what would give you less pain in your life in total, you would not choose the larger operation in the 

past.  

 

However, this asymmetry does not work for other goods, which suggests that our happiness - 

cashed out in pleasures and pains, is less important than other goods. For example, if you were 

offered the choice of having made a significant scientific discovery last year, or a much smaller 

scientific breakthrough in the near future, we would always take the more momentous 

breakthrough, irrespective of its position in the past or future (Hurka, 2011, pp. 58-60). 

 

Further still, in the case of morality, there is a consensus among moral philosophers, and many lay 

people, about the priority of virtue. Roughly stated, this suggests that virtue should be prioritised 

above all other values (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 93). So, to consider a widely discussed case, if I 

can save someone’s life but this would involve me getting my clothes wet (Singer, 1972) – thus 

making me unhappier, then I should always prioritise doing the right thing. What these examples 

involving achievement and morality attempt to show is that on some evaluative accounts of 

happiness, happiness is a necessary but not sufficient condition to well-being as it may be 

subordinate to other intrinsic goods involved in well-being.   
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Complicating the relationship between happiness and well-being further is disagreement whether 

well-being is the same as the The Good Life. Traditionally, well-being has been seen as synonymous 

with the good life (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 36), asking the fundamental question of how we ought 

to live. A large measure of our confusion about Socrates’ (Plato, 1999 [c. 387BCE], p. 152) eternal 

question is because it has often been mistaken as a narrow enquiry into morality; the question of 

how to be good. However, the question of The Good Life, of what matters and what should be our 

appropriate priorities in life, is far broader than being a good person (Guignon, 1999, p. vii; 

Swanton, 2003, pp. 56-7). It is worth considering that: 

“It is utterly ordinary for people to puzzle about what it would mean to live in a sensible 

manner, to have the right priorities. What animates many people to ask Socrates’ 

question is not worries about morality, but worries about what makes for a fulfilling 

life, or what it would take for our lives to go well for us…the fundamental question is 

how to live, period” (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. 6-7).  

Swanton (2003, pp. 57-59) offers a good entry into this with her taxonomy of The Good Life. This 

suggests three distinct approaches, the Personal goods view, the Flourishing view, and the Holistic 

view of The Good Life. Each will be briefly outlined.  

 

Firstly, the Personal goods view of The Good Life suggests “A good life is a life in which personal 

goods dominate” (Swanton, 2003, p. 58). While Swanton does not elaborate on this group of views, 

I take this to mean this approach involves a life wholly focused on getting whatever is good for 

each of us individually. This is concerned with our individual well-being – leading a life that is 

good by our own lights. 
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Secondly, the Flourishing view of The Good Life, which states that “A good life is a flourishing or 

thriving life” (Swanton, 2003, p. 57).  This view is closely aligned with eudaimonism and suggests 

that virtue essentially accords with flourishing. So, to be virtuous is not just to be the right sort of 

person. On this view, being virtuous benefits the person prudentially and allows them to lead The 

Good Life.  

 

The third view, a Holistic view of The Good Life proposes that “A good life is both morally 

meritorious and personally satisfying (thriving, personally successful)” (Swanton, 2003, p. 57). It 

has elements of both well-being and morality. This group of views acknowledges that well-being 

and morality often conflict. Consequently, they seem separate concepts. Considering the interests of 

others in morality can be demanding, plausibly to the detriment of your own personal well-being. -

though not as often (to the extent that) some make it out to be. Alternatively, you can emphasise 

your own personal well-being, to the detriment of morality, acting in ways which are less morally 

discerning.  

 

An important challenge from Haybron (2010) suggests that The Good Life is a life that is “desirable 

or choiceworthy on the whole: not just morally good, or good for the individual leading it, but good, 

all things considered-good, period” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 36). Vitally, to “give a theory of the 

good life is not to characterize some special kind of value, but simply to specify all the things that 

ultimately matter in life, whether they benefit the agent or not” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 36). 

 

He argues that eudaimonism is largely about our well-being – leading a life that is good for us as an 

individual, whereas the good life is broader, encompassing an ideal or choice-worthy life (Haybron 
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D. M., 2010, pp. 170-4). It is wider in the sense of being an objective measure or standard, which 

we all can measure our lives against. For me, well-being can already accommodate these broader 

elements; and arguably the Holistic view of the good life is the concept of well-being at its most 

inclusive. The arguments surrounding the way well-being may or may not capture all the concept of 

The Good Life, are ongoing and we will not spend any further time evaluating them. It is enough 

for our purposes that some accounts of well-being are narrower or broader in the elements that 

overlap with the good life.   

 

In summary, there are variegated options for how happiness, as either descriptive or evaluative, 

might relate to well-being. Further, it is contested on some versions of well-being, whether they 

completely overlap with the concept of The Good Life. What this suggests is not that there is a 

single answer, but that happiness can have a variety of connections to well-being broadly 

conceived. Some trivial, descriptive mental states of happiness may have no connection to well-

being. Other types of descriptive happiness can be extrinsically beneficial or detrimental to well-

being. Further still, some evaluative accounts of happiness – involving value judgments “about 

what matters, is good, or we have reason to do” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 37), can be identical to 

well-being, or subordinate to other composite goods - for example achievement or morality. Vitally, 

the particular theory of both happiness and well-being, and their claims to be either descriptive or 

evaluative, make for a rich range of connections.  

 

This conceptual dimension of happiness will later be important to understanding psychologists’ 

claims of the Economic Materialist having stunted subjective well-being – the Standard View. 

Psychologists claim that SWB is descriptive and hence it can only have an extrinsic relationship to 

well-being. My claim is that on evaluative views of happiness, where happiness is intimately 

connected to well-being, perhaps many Economic Materialists experience significant achievement 
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from acquisitiveness, or it enhances opportunities to cultivate their relationships. Hence it turns out 

they have high well-being happiness, despite their lower psychological experience of mental state 

happiness.  

 

1.1.4 How is happiness related to morality? 

Yet another conceptual question to consider is the relationship between happiness and morality. 

Central is understanding the tension between our happiness – which is predominantly concerned 

with our self - and morality – which concerns duties to others (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 47). The 

degree to which this is, or is not, reconciled is played out in the variety of connections between 

happiness and morality, both conceptual and causal (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 48-9), which we 

will explore in this section.   

 

Importantly, the conceptual relationships involve three main groupings. These include, firstly, that 

leading the happy life is the moral life. This group of views suggests that in leading a moral life you 

will necessarily be happy. Importantly, there is nothing else required from morality to be happy, if 

you are leading a moral life, you are already leading a happy life (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 49). It 

attempts to reconcile the self and other regarding tensions between happiness and morality by 

suggesting that behaving in other regarding ways is essentially self-regarding. For example, to be 

consistently virtuous throughout your life will mean you are happy. I will first set this position out 

before arguing that it is the least plausible connection between happiness and morality because we 

can be morally scrupulous but experience deep unhappiness.  

 

An important example of this relationship comes from Plato, who suggests virtue is sufficient for 

happiness. This is because justice involves inner harmony within our consciousness, and this 

harmony is concurrently a pleasant, peaceful experience of happiness (Vitrano, 2018, p. 40). 

Importantly, happiness has an affective element, but more prominently involves “living in an 
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excellent way” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 50). I will briefly outline Plato’s position, which 

encompasses virtue and happiness, below.  

 

For Plato, our selves involve three distinct but interacting elements - reason, spirit, and appetite. 

Reason is tasked with consideration and forethought. It can be thought of as the calculating and 

sensible voice within us “urging us to get to work on time, quit smoking, and eat more vegetables” 

(Vitrano, 2018, p. 39). It is essentially rational, and responsible for enhancing our ability to make 

wise choices.  

 

In contrast, appetite is the irrational part of our nature. It can be thought of as involving our 

uncontrolled cravings and might as an example involve tempting “us to eat another piece of 

chocolate cake or to go out drinking even though we know we have to get up early the next 

morning” (Vitrano, 2018, p. 40). It is fundamentally about our raw and unchecked desires.  

 

Finally, Spirit is the emotional part of our consciousness. It can be thought of more colloquially as 

what we would think of as involving being ‘high spirited’ – involving the experience of emotions 

like anger, indignation, and righteousness. Properly harnessed, the emotions of spirit work together 

with reason, facilitating reason’s directions, and restraining our appetites (Vitrano, 2018, pp. 39-

40). However, the spirit in concert with appetite, will lead to unchecked desires. Essentially, these 

are emotions that are the catalyst for either reason (if properly harnessed) or appetite (if not).   

 

The person who cultivates the just soul has the three disparate parts working together effectively for 

their well-being. This happens when “[r]eason issues commands about what is in the individual’s 

best interest, and spirit is working together with reason to tame the appetite (Vitrano, 2018, p. 40). 

This equilibrium of parts working appropriately together creates psychological harmony and 

tranquillity, experienced as happiness. 
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For Plato, a person who has this harmonious equilibrium of consciousness is completely virtuous. 

This virtue involves each of the cardinal virtues, wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice. Taking 

each in turn, the virtuous person will be wise because reason is directing them towards what is best 

for their well-being (Vitrano, 2018, p. 40). Clearly, when we think through the options available to 

us considering what is ultimately good for us, rather than acting impulsively, we would more 

readily act in ways that display wisdom.  

 

Additionally, the virtuous person will display courage when the spirit works in concert with reason. 

They will not be either too rash or too cowardly because appropriate emotions combined with 

reason temper imprudent judgments (Vitrano, 2018, p. 40). This seems plausible because the 

emotions attended to say righteousness, in concert with reason, often enable us to display courage 

appropriately. For example, to see an injustice like racism and feel fittingly angry often provides the 

impetus to tackle the issue courageously.  

 

Further, the virtuous person displays temperance or moderation. This occurs when the appetite - our 

raw desires, is tempered by the spirit and reason working collaboratively (Vitrano, 2018, p. 40). An 

example might be wanting to eat excessively. You could learn to moderate your desires for 

excessive food by thinking through the consequences (reason) and getting appropriately angry 

(spirit) at yourself when you consider that your lack of control may mean you have a preventable 

heart attack and leave your children without a parent.   

 

The final virtue, justice, involves the three aspects of consciousness - reason, spirit, and appetite, 

working together in an optimal way. Each disparate part carries out its role to the right degree. This 

harmonious balance involves “self-mastery…[and the individual] does not experience any of the 



59 

 

inner turmoil that leads to unhappiness…[Essentially,] the just person is happy, because she has a 

healthy, well-balanced soul [or consciousness]” (Vitrano, 2018, pp. 40-1).  

 

Thus, on Plato’s view, this balance - harmony between the different and competing elements within 

our minds - is central to both happiness and virtue. This notion of balance is also useful to 

reconciling our natural self-regard – aligned with happiness - with our obligations to others – 

aligned with virtue or morality. When our unchecked desires, not being tempered by reason and 

spirit, dominate, this leads to psychic turmoil (Vitrano, 2018, p. 41).  Essentially, acting immorally 

creates disunity in our consciousness and creates unhappiness. Therefore, to act morally, will also 

make you happy.  

 

There is a kernel of truth in this account of the relationship between morality and happiness. Many 

people find, in one direction, that acting virtuously is agreeable. In the other direction, acting 

immorally takes a toll mentally because of the internal costs involved in hiding the immorality and 

the social censure involved in being labelled a bad person. For example, consider the serial killer’s 

desire to murder people. This appetite seems likely to cause deep and abiding turmoil within their 

mind, undermining their happiness (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 52-4). Essentially, it seems likely 

that behaving ethically is a factor in our positive mental well-being.    

 

However, this presupposes that you value acting well, and it will affect your mental harmony. It just 

may be possible that for some people, they do not experience any mental trauma from acting 

immorally (at least to various degrees) and their mental condition remains undisturbed. It is also 

possible, despite their immorality, they could have agreeable, well-functioning relationships with 

others. Further, if undetected, they could act in ways that appear virtuous and gain the approval of 

others.  
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These extreme cases obscure a possible golden mean where someone could be both, just slightly to 

moderately immoral, and very happy. So, consider for example, rather than the extreme immoral 

exemplar, the serial killer, someone more familiar to many people, the minimally virtuous happy 

person. This person is professionally ambitious, and while appearing friendly and efficient to their 

superiors at work, largely ignores or undermines colleagues or subordinates. They always put their 

own interest before anyone else, but never to the extent that it could be detected. They also 

occasionally, but not consistently, act to strategically help others. Allied with this, their mental state 

is resoundingly pleasant, and they overwhelmingly experience happiness, cashed out as a 

predominance of pleasant over unpleasant feelings, as well as being very satisfied with their life in 

general. This sort of person seems entirely possible - and all too frequent. In this way, being 

immoral - even moderately, seems to readily coexist with happiness. This undermines the claim that 

morality is sufficient for happiness.  

 

Despite this charitable view, it seems likely that being moral and being happy are not equivalent. 

All too often we find one without the other. Further, it seems clear that people often act morally, 

and this does not lead to a psychological experience of harmony – a mental state type of happiness. 

On the contrary, doing the right thing often leads to psychological feelings, moods and emotions of 

turmoil, uncertainty, and sadness. This runs counter to Plato’s view.  

 

A second conceptual group of views suggests morality is necessary but not sufficient on its own for 

happiness. You cannot be happy without being moral, but there may be other aspects of happiness 

(Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 49). An example might include someone whose behaviour is 

enduringly moral, but also experiences a predominance of positive affect. This feel-good mental 

state is another essential element to their happiness. Without it, despite their moral conduct, they 

may not be happy.   
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 An important exponent of this type of relationship between happiness and morality is Aristotle, 

who suggests virtue is necessary, but not sufficient for happiness. Importantly, he sees happiness as 

the final end or goal of life. It is both intrinsically good – being valuable for its own sake, and self-

sufficient (Aristotle, 1998, pp. 11-2) – including “all the other goals a person might have. For 

instance, you work in order to make money, which in turn makes you feel secure and gives you a 

sense of pride and accomplishment. But all of these goals are part of the highest good, which is 

happiness” (Vitrano, 2018, p. 58). Happiness being self-sufficient is important because it includes 

all the intermediate instrumental goals involved in happiness – work, money, health, esteem etc. 

Consequently, it opens the way for a more prominent place for externalities like wealth and luck.   

 

Central to the content of happiness for Aristotle is the nature or function of humans. The good is 

derived from the function of something, so our function and purpose are integral to understanding 

what would make us flourish (Aristotle, 1998, p. 13). For example, a hammer’s purpose is to drive 

in nails. If the hammer were made of Jell-O, it “is not a good hammer, because it won't do what a 

hammer is supposed to do” (Bradley, 2015, pp. Loc 1068-1073). Similarly, for humans, to be happy 

is to execute our human function well, to be unhappy is to not execute our natural human function 

(Vitrano, 2018, p. 58).     

 

What is unique to humans is our rationality. Further, we are often able to consider alternatives and 

make a conscious decision between them (Vitrano, 2018, p. 58). Aristotle explicitly states our 

innately human function as “an activity of soul which follows or implies a rational principle” 

(Aristotle, 1998, p. 13). Consequently, the good follows from this human function being 

“performed in accordance with the appropriate excellence…human good turns out to be activity of 

soul exhibiting excellence [or virtue]” (Aristotle, 1998, p. 14). Therefore, happiness is for Aristotle 

“an activity of soul in accordance with perfect virtue” (Aristotle, 1998, p. 24). Essentially, “virtue or 
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excellence (arete) is closely tied to our nature, and our flourishing (eudaimonia) is a matter of 

engaging in activities in which we exercise these excellences” (Routledge, 2016, p. 124). 

 

Vital to understanding happiness is understanding virtue which involves an ordered soul – a 

consciousness or mind. There are two aspects of the soul - the rational and irrational, which 

correspond with two types of virtue - the intellectual and moral virtues (Aristotle, 1998, pp. 25-7). 

The rational part, as discussed above, involves the faculty for consideration and evaluation, 

facilitating the good, for the individual. The irrational part, which is exclusively human, involves 

our desires. The virtuous person’s irrational nature is persuaded by their rational nature. However, 

when our appetites or desires do not heed our rational nature, unhappiness ensues (Aristotle, 1998, 

pp. 26-7; Vitrano, 2018, p. 59).   

 

Significantly, some of the “virtues are intellectual and others moral, philosophical wisdom and 

understanding and practical wisdom being intellectual, liberality and temperance moral” (Aristotle, 

1998, p. 27) virtues. These different virtues, of wisdom and moral character are not separate and 

work cooperatively, enhancing each other (Vitrano, 2018, p. 59). Essentially, this collaboration 

between our rational and irrational nature, mediated through the intellectual and moral virtues, 

creates happiness. 

 

Importantly, what separates Aristotle’s view from Plato’s, is that morality alone is not sufficient for 

happiness. Rather, happiness as conceived through virtue, is necessary but not sufficient for 

happiness. Aristotle has a prominent role for instrumental goods to provide the context or 

environment for someone to be happy. Happiness not only needs virtue, “it needs the external goods 

as well; for it is impossible, or not easy, to do noble acts without the proper equipment. In many 

actions we use friends and riches and political power as instruments” (Aristotle, 1998, p. 17). 
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Essentially, along with virtue, you will need externalities like wealth or good health, physical 

beauty, and family and friends (Vitrano, 2018, p. 59).  

 

For me, this accords with common-sense. The virtues can be more effectively pursued and applied 

in concert with externals like wealth. To take an example from Vitrano (2018, p. 60) an exemplary 

character trait like generosity is appreciably enhanced if you are wealthy. I can more readily act on 

my generosity if I have surplus material resources to be generous to others. In the other direction, 

being materially poor makes it vastly more difficult to be generous. This adds credence to the 

claims that externalities are an element of happiness. To what degree I leave unanswered at this 

stage.  

 

Essentially, the view that morality is necessary but not sufficient for happiness seems plausible. 

You could mount an alternative argument that happiness is separate to morality. On this view you 

can experience a lot of mental state happiness and be thoroughly vicious. However, this would be a 

type of happiness not worth having, one few people seem to endorse given the way we typically 

think that our experience of happiness should be tempered by appropriately considering others.   

 

To make the case for this relationship, that morality is necessary but not sufficient for happiness, 

consider someone who has several goods which constitute their happiness. They perhaps claim 

morality, autonomy, and the experience of pleasant affective states or satisfaction – mental state 

happiness. This makes sense of what we may observe in others’ happiness; that missing one or 

more of these elements makes our happiness incomplete. 

 

The third group of views suggest there is “no direct connection between the happy life and the 

moral life” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 49). This speaks to the causal, not the conceptual 

relationship. So, if you are moral, this says nothing about your happiness, one way or the other. For 
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example, you can lead a happy life, and be morally considerate or vicious, and anywhere in 

between.  

 

Despite the conceptual separation, this leaves open the important possibility of causal relationships 

between happiness and morality. This is the idea that morality can be instrumentally beneficial or 

detrimental to your happiness in various ways. For example, that helping others makes you feel 

good. Or alternatively, transgressive behaviour takes a lot of effort to conceal and retards your 

internal experience of happiness; or your happiness is curtailed externally by societal norms or laws 

(Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 51-5).  

 

I would argue that within this group of causal views of the relationship between happiness and 

morality, all these positions can be accommodated. So, because there is no conceptual connection 

between morality and happiness on this view, sometimes moral acts can have no causal effect on 

your happiness. At other times morality can be causally beneficial to your happiness if the 

experience of helping others gives you either affective pleasure or satisfaction. In the other 

direction, sometimes immorality can causally undermine your happiness. You may have negative 

affective pains or dissatisfaction if hiding your immorality is internally costly or society censures 

your behaviour. 

 

In summary, we have now outlined the available views on the broad conceptual relationships 

between morality and happiness. The first is that leading the happy life is the moral life. Morality is 

both necessary and sufficient for happiness. The second group of views suggests morality is 

essential to happiness, but not the only thing that happiness requires. Morality is necessary but not 

sufficient for happiness. The third group of views suggest there is no conceptual connection 

between morality and happiness. They are distinct concepts and happiness can coincide with either 

immorality or morality. On this view morality is neither necessary nor sufficient for happiness.  



65 

 

Nonetheless on this third group of views there can be causal relationships were acting morally can 

aid your happiness and behaving immorally can undermine your happiness.  

 

Discussing these connections between morality and happiness will be important to understanding 

psychologists’ claims of the Economic Materialist’s malnourished subjective well-being – the 

Standard View. For example, if we take Aristotle’s claims that externalities like wealth are 

important instrumental goods for virtue and happiness, then it may be a moral imperative to be 

acquisitive. This might be because unless you obtain enough material possessions such that you 

have a material excess, how can you effectively display the character trait or virtue of generosity. In 

this way, the SWB claims that the Economic Materialist experiences less happiness (as cashed out 

in more negative affective states or satisfactions) may not be that important to other types of 

happiness that give a more prominent role for morality.  That is, on this view the fact that you have 

lower subjective well-being may not matter if you are a moral person.  

 

1.1.5 Is happiness within our control? 

The final question worth exploring in the context of this thesis is whether happiness is in our 

control. Are we able to improve our happiness to any degree or is our happiness just a factor of our 

genetics and life circumstances (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 24-7)? We will explore three broad 

possibilities. The first is that happiness is not in our control; the second is that it is entirely in our 

control; and the third is that happiness is partially within our control.  

 

One view is that happiness is not at all within our control. This is the dominant view in ancient 

Greek times and epitomised in Herodotus’ (1996 [circa. 415BCE], pp. 12-15; McMahon, 2013, pp. 

252-4) description of the wise Athenian lawmaker Solon’s visit to the rich king of the Lydian 

empire Croesus. Croesus, rich in wealth and flushed with conquests and hubris disingenuously asks 

Solon who is the happiest man he had ever seen, expecting Solon to say it was Croesus. Solon 
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ultimately responds that happiness involves good fortune, and it is imprudent to call anyone happy 

until they have died. This is because the vicissitudes of life mean that someone currently happy or 

enjoying good fortune can be ruined by bad luck.   

 

Even the words associated with happiness have an etymology focused on the role of fortune and 

luck. In fact, the word happiness is derived from the word “hap” in Middle English meaning good 

fortune (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 24). Another common synonym in philosophy, Eudaimonia, is 

a combination of the Greek words “eu” meaning good and “daimon” meaning spirit or demon. It 

involved a guardian spirit who can be helpful or capricious and points at the arbitrary nature of our 

lives and fortunes (McMahon, 2013, pp. 253-4).  

 

Aristotle explicitly points out the role that luck has in our happiness when he states that: 

“there are some things the lack of which takes the lustre from happiness-good birth, 

goodly children, beauty; for the man who is very ugly in appearance or ill-born or 

solitary or childless is not very likely to be happy, and perhaps a man would be still less 

likely if he had thoroughly bad children or friends or had lost good children or friends 

by death…[hence] some identify happiness with good fortune” (Aristotle, 1998, p. 17).  

 

It is uncontroversial to acknowledge that bad luck can undermine happiness. The vicissitudes of life 

have an important influence on our happiness and luck also has a significant role in our life 

circumstances. One need not be entirely Rawlsian to accept that circumstances of our lives over 

which we have no control, including our genetics and our place, family, and historical time of birth, 

have a material influence on our happiness however we conceive it. More directly, to take the role 

of luck in happiness, it seems obvious that some people lead desperately unfortunate lives. If, 

despite being virtuous, your friends and family abandon you, your children die as infants, and you 
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are diagnosed with an extremely painful and incurable disease, this can radically undermine your 

happiness. 

 

Aristotle’s rejection of the notion of complete personal autonomy in our own happiness involves the 

insight that contextual forces, including social, cultural, and political conventions and mores, 

influence the environment we try and be happy in.  

 

Even beyond this, our personalities may be substantially set by genetics and thus out of our control. 

Mulnix and Mulnix (2015, p. 26) suggest some evidence from psychologists that we have a set 

point of happiness, and while both positive and negative life events can temporarily increase or 

decrease out happiness, over time we typically revert to this set point. This suggests it may be futile 

to actively pursue happiness, through possessions or other approaches, supporting the first of the 

three available views outlined at the start of this section, the view that we do not have control over 

whether we are happy or not.  

 

The second view here is the view that we do have volition and choice in shaping our own 

happiness. This view is best characterised in a quote attributed to Benjamin Franklin that “The 

constitution only gives you the right to pursue happiness. You have to catch it yourself.” 

(McMahon, 2013, p. 259).  

 

The mental state accounts of happiness, on both hedonism and life satisfaction views, seem strongly 

compatible with the view that it is possible to influence our happiness. Mulnix and Mulnix (2015, p. 

25), argue that our affective happiness can be increased by attending to certain things or activities 
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which have previously given us positive affect, thus increasing our hedonic happiness. This sort of 

affective mindfulness and attention seems possible.  

 

Life satisfaction accounts could be positively influenced by being more discerning about our desires 

(Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 25). For example, one way of mediating excessive material desire 

which leads to unhappiness can be seen through Democritus, who eloquently states: “Poverty and 

wealth are names for want and satisfaction; so, one who is in want is not wealthy and one who is 

not in want is not poor” (Barnes, 2001, p. 246). So irrespective of a person’s level of real material 

comfort if you are not in want, you are wealthy. On this view one closes the gap between want and 

having not by having more but by wanting less. By desiring less, paradoxically you can be more 

fulfilled (Desmond, 2006, p. 39). He makes this explicit when saying that “If you do not desire 

much, a little will seem much to you; for a small appetite makes poverty as powerful as wealth” 

(Barnes, 2001, p. 246). 

 

The anthropologist Marshall Sahlins (2000, pp. 95-97) makes a similar point in The Original 

Affluent Society. He suggests that thought we have the impression that Hunter-Gatherer peoples live 

in abject poverty on marginalised land on the precipice of existence; in fact they are the most 

leisured peoples in the world, working on average 15 hours a week. He goes on to say that there is 

essentially only two ways to become richer, work a lot harder or desire a little less (Sahlins, 2000, 

p. 96). Again, the claim is that managing one’s desires increases one’s happiness in life satisfaction 

terms19.  

 

 

19 This asks the question of whether desires are under rational control. It seems that some are, and some are not.  
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Additionally, comparisons are integral to life satisfaction judgments (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 

25-6). Essentially, our judgements of worth or happiness are sometimes not driven by an 

appreciation of having enough but are contingent on having more than others20. As Hume (2007, p. 

243) astutely noted, resemblance and proximity regulate our sense of envy and comparison. We 

often do not envy the super-rich because we cannot relate to them. Their lives are so different to our 

own that they are difficult to imagine. Further, the super-rich are not normally in proximity to us, so 

we do not feel a keen envy. However, we can be incredibly envious of the remuneration or good 

fortune and happiness of relatives, close workmates, friends, or siblings.   

 

Equally, we fail to appreciate our own material wealth compared to those who are much worse off 

in places very far from us, because our lives do not resemble theirs at all and they are not 

proximate. We can often understand their plight in an intellectual sense, but it is very difficult to 

relate directly with them. By analogy, attending to which comparisons we make in life satisfaction 

judgements could give us some volition in our happiness.  

 

Despite our ability to potentially influence our happiness on mental state accounts, it seems 

implausible that happiness is entirely within our control (the second view outlined at the start of this 

section). That is, that we can will ourselves to be happy. Our nature, nurture, and the vicissitudes of 

luck, both personal and structural, seem vital to our individual happiness. But despite it being 

unlikely that we have no control or absolute control over our luck, there is a third way that we will 

explore next.  

 

20 It is worth considering why we seem so unappreciative of how materially abundant our lives in the western world 

are (for SOME in the Western world) relative to many people in the developing world. One answer lies in how envy 

operates. It seems a universal human trait to compare ourselves to those we perceive to be close to us in 

circumstances, rather than people we cannot relate to. 
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The third and most plausible answer to whether happiness is within our control is that is partially 

so. This account grants that are things outside our control that affect our happiness, and things 

within our control. So beyond even the structural good fortune of our country of birth, is the 

everyday luck involved in our individual success. Robert H. Frank (2016), writing about the 

pernicious effects of the mythology of meritocracy, suggests that while we should not ignore the 

effects of talent and hard work, these are necessary rather than sufficient conditions for success. He 

likens the influence of luck in success to the tailwinds of athletic contests. Track and field athletic 

bodies allow tailwinds of up to 2 metres per second, beyond which records cannot be officially 

sanctioned. Of eight current world records cited, none occurred with a headwind and seven involved 

acceptable tailwinds (Frank, 2016, p. 63).  

 

Similarly, hard work and effort may account for some of our material success. However, it is likely 

that a proportion is just due to luck. As “Napoleon Bonaparte once observed, “Ability is of little 

account without opportunity.”” (Frank, 2016, p. 7). Consequently, we should not be so quick to 

either praise our own ability to increase our happiness or condemn others for not bootstrapping 

themselves to happiness.  

 

We have now looked at the various individual dimensions of happiness that I will use to respond to 

the central question of this thesis, the Thesis question - Will adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the 

Economic Materialist make you unhappier? While these are the central conceptual dimensions of 

happiness, they are not exhaustive, as we could continue to add dimensions responding to further 

questions like is happiness best pursued individually or in community, or is meaning rather than 

happiness more important, which leads to a more granular question of whether happiness should not 

be actively pursued but is rather a by-product of meaning etc. Importantly, the dimensions 
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discussed in this section are both the most relevant to the thesis, and the most prominent dimensions 

of the concept. In the next section we will discuss how these various dimensions, together, give a 

type and different types of happiness.   

 

1.2 Types of Happiness  

Having discussed the most important individual dimensions of happiness in the previous section, we 

will now move onto discussing how these dimensions together create a type, and different types of 

happiness. Conceptually mapping happiness in this way clarifies the diverse types of happiness and 

why asking someone if they are happy simpliciter, or in the case of this thesis claiming the 

Standard View, gives an incomplete picture of someone’s happiness. Essentially, people can be 

happy in different ways, and we should exercise caution in claiming that the EM is generally 

unhappier because of the very ambiguity that is therefore present in this statement.  

Figure 1. Types of happiness  

This rich array of combinations of the dimensions of happiness, in combination provide an instantiation of a particular type of happiness. Further, 

it allows for a variety of types of happiness. The below shows how this occurs at a high level. 

Dimension of Happiness  Answers to individual dimensions 

together  
Types of happiness 

Is happiness a mental state? 

= Type of Happiness 

Is happiness descriptive or 

evaluative? 

How is happiness related to well-

being? 

How is happiness related to 

morality? 

Is happiness within our control? 

 

To work out what type of happiness claim someone is making, one must determine a sense of the 

combined responses the person is making to the individual dimensions of happiness. The 

combination of the different answers to the dimensions together gives a specific type of happiness. 

And because of the numerous ways of responding to individual dimensions, and the combinations 

of different dimensions, there is a plethora of types of happiness. An example can make this clearer.  



72 

 

Figure 2. Dimensions of happiness  

Dimension of Happiness 

Is Happiness a mental state? 

Happiness involves mental states   

Happiness involves states of the world   

Happiness involves both mental states and states 

of the world 

  

Is Happiness descriptive or evaluative? 

Descriptive   

Evaluative   

Both descriptive and evaluative   

How is happiness related to well-being? 

DESCRIPTIVE 

happiness does not have any value to well-

being 

 

happiness can have extrinsic or instrumental 

value to well-being 

descriptive happiness may be 

instrumentally good for our well-

being 

 descriptive happiness undermines 

well-being 

EVALUATIVE 

Happiness is necessary and sufficient for well-

being 

 

Happiness is necessary but not sufficient for 

well-being 

Happiness can be the prominent 

good in well-being 

 Happiness can be equal to other 

goods in well-being 

 Happiness can be subordinate to 

other goods in well-being 

How is happiness related to morality? 

Happiness is Conceptually related to morality 

Morality is necessary and sufficient for 

happiness 

 

Morality is necessary but not sufficient for 

happiness 

 

Happiness is Causally related to morality 

There is no causal relationship between 

morality and happiness  

 

Morality can be extrinsically good for your 

happiness 

 

Immorality can be extrinsically bad for your 

happiness 

 

Is happiness within our control? 
Happiness is within our control   

Happiness is not within our control   
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Happiness is partially within our control   
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Crudely, while there is a huge number of types of happiness on this broader conceptual mapping of 

happiness, imagine we are focusing on two particular types of happiness, called Happiness Type 1 

(or SWB) and Happiness Type 2 (the Happy Accumulator). This table sets out the respective 

dimensions, which together provide a type of happiness for both.   

Dimension of Happiness  
Happiness Type 1 – SWB  

Happiness Type 2 – The Happy 

Accumulator 

Is happiness a mental state? Happiness is a mental state  Happiness involves mental states & 

states of the world.  

Is happiness descriptive or 

evaluative? 

Descriptive Descriptive & Evaluative  

How is happiness related to well-

being? 

Causal - happiness can have extrinsic 

or instrumental value to well-being 

Evaluative - Happiness is necessary 

and sufficient for well-being 

How is happiness related to 

morality? 

Causally - morality can be 

extrinsically good or bad for your 

happiness 

Conceptual - morality is necessary 

but not sufficient for happiness 

Is happiness within our control? Yes and No Yes and No 

 

For now, it seems readily apparent that any claims I make for happiness Type 1 may only 

specifically relate to that particular type of happiness. Similarly, the claims regarding individuals or 

cohorts of people for another type of happiness, happiness Type 2, may only pertain to that type of 

happiness21. Following from this, there is a multitude of types of happiness possible.  

 

1.3 Conclusion  

To recap, this chapter discusses important individual dimensions of happiness, which combine to 

give a type, and types, of happiness. The dimensions explored include responses to the questions: Is 

happiness a mental state or not? Is happiness descriptive or evaluative? How does happiness relate 

to well-being? How is happiness related to morality? and finally, Is happiness within our control? 

Together, these dimensions in combination give a type of happiness. Further, different combinations 

lead to a variety of types of happiness.  

 

 

21 The question of whether they can be compared or are incommensurable will be addressed in chapter 6.  
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Establishing this pluralism about happiness is central to the thesis because SWB is just one type of 

happiness that makes important if often unstated commitments along each of these dimensions of 

happiness. Accordingly, both its finding in relation to EMs and the view that this type of happiness 

is making definitive claims about the EM’s happiness, close us off from the very real possibility 

that the EM can be happier under other types of happiness. Having completed this initial conceptual 

groundwork, the next chapter will focus on one dimension of happiness, mental state happiness. 

Specifically, it will look at affective accounts of mental state happiness, hedonism, and emotional 

state theory, which are integral to the SWB type of happiness.  
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Chapter 2: Affective mental state theories of happiness 

“happiness frequently gets reduced to nothing more than cheery feelings or ‘smiley-

face’ feelings. This is a radically impoverished understanding of happiness: there’s 

much more to being happy than just feeling happy” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 18)  

 

The previous chapter focused on providing a conceptual mapping of happiness (1), examining the 

individual dimensions of happiness, which combine to give a type, and various types of happiness. 

This groundwork was important to, one, locating the target of this thesis, subjective well-being 

(SWB). This is a prominent psychological theory of happiness (a type of happiness) involving our 

psychological, mental states concerned “with how and why people experience their lives in positive 

ways, including both cognitive judgments and affective reactions” (Diener, 1984, p. 542). And two, 

distinguishing SWB from other types of happiness.  

 

SWB research claims Economic Materialist’s (EM), who places “possessions and their 

acquisition at the centre of their lives” (Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304) are less happy than 

a person that does not have possessions as a dominant goal – the Standard View. I take issue 

with this view, mainly by arguing that the criticisms of the EM’s happiness are really targeted 

at SWB and thus misplaced. In response to the main Thesis question: Will adopting the beliefs 

and attitudes of the Economic Materialist make you happier? I argue the EM can be happier 

on some types of happiness. Essentially, the type of happiness you use, has profound effects 

on the plausibility of materialism being beneficial to your happiness. 
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Therefore, this chapter will start the work of setting out prominent mental state accounts of 

happiness which comprise SWB. SWB happiness broadly involves two kinds of mental states, 

affective – involving “any mental state that is essentially a feeling” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 7-

8), and cognitive – involving judgements and assessments, which together constitute our happiness 

(Diener, 1984, p. 542). This chapter focuses on the affective theories of hedonism and emotional 

state theory. The following chapter will finish this work by focusing on the cognitive theory of life 

satisfaction (chapter 3).  

 

This chapter is structured as follows. Section 2.1 introduces the main affective theories of mental 

state happiness, hedonism, and emotional state accounts. Next, section 2.2 specifically discusses 

hedonism accounts and its main criticisms. Following this, section 2.3 explores the emotional state 

account and its main criticisms. After this, section 2.4 engages with the conventional, broader 

criticisms of affective mental state accounts of happiness. Finally, section 2.5 Conclusion puts the 

discussion of affective mental state theories of happiness into the context of the thesis.   

 

2.1. Introduction to philosophical theories of mental state happiness  
The leading philosophical theories of happiness, in the long term psychological, mental state sense, 

include Hedonism, which suggests happiness can be explained by utilising the notions of pleasure 

and pain22, where a sufficient surplus23 of pleasure constitutes happiness. Emotional State theory, 

 

22 Hedonism about happiness seeks to describe the mental state or state of mind of happiness as involving a sufficient 

surplus of pleasure over pain. It is distinct from other types of hedonism (ethical, psychological, welfare and 

axiological) which are discussed further in the more detailed section on hedonism about happiness below.  

23 Typically, surplus rather than amount is used as surplus captures the happiness relationship involving both pleasure 

and pain, where there must be a predominance of pleasure over pain; whereas amount would allow for a situation 

where someone had a large amount of pleasure in their psychological states, but also simultaneously had an 
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which links happiness to a larger notion of a person’s holistic emotional condition, including both 

their central affective states – crudely moods and emotions, as well as their mood propensity - how 

prone they are to experience certain moods and emotions. Life Satisfaction theory, which links 

happiness to having a favourable attitude or judgement of our lives in total, endorsing your whole 

life as positive is tantamount to happiness. And Hybrid theories, like the notion of subjective well-

being (discussed in detail in chapter 4), which suggests happiness is some combination of these 

theories. Hybrid theories, like the psychological notion of subjective well-being, typically combine 

the elements of life satisfaction theory with hedonism or emotional state theory (Haybron D. M., 

2013, p. 12). This chapter is specifically focused on the affective mental state theories of happiness 

in philosophy, analysing hedonism (2.2) and emotional state theory (2.3). We will start with 

hedonism.  

 

2.2 Hedonism 
For non-philosophers, Hedonism in popular culture is likely to invoke thoughts of rock bands 

attending debaucherously Bacchanalian parties involving super-models, wine, drugs, and song.  

This colloquial sense of hedonism, or “Folk Hedonism” (Weijers, 2017), is different from the 

notion of hedonism about happiness discussed in this chapter. Hedonism about happiness is an 

affect based theory, referring to the experience of a mental state involving a feeling, like pleasures 

and some emotions or moods (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 7-8). It suggests that happiness in the 

 

overwhelmingly amount of pain in their life, and consequently we would not want to describe their mental state as 

happy. For example, consider someone in excruciating and unrelenting terminal pain, who uses morphine to alleviate 

that pain. The morphine also creates endorphins which give a lot of pleasure. We would not want to ascribe them 

great psychological happiness because they had an adequate amount of pleasure, without also understanding how 

much pain they are also in.  
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long-term psychological sense “can be fully explained by appeal to the concepts of pleasure and 

pain” (Feldman, 2010, p. 23). On this view;  

 

“happiness consists solely in pleasant states of mind, or pleasantness itself…to be happy 

just is for one’s experience to be, on balance, more pleasant than not…one is happy by 

virtue of having a sufficiently favorable balance of pleasure versus unpleasure; and 

unhappy by virtue of having a sufficiently unfavorable balance of pleasure versus 

unpleasure…what ultimately concerns the hedonist is the pleasantness of our 

experience” (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. 61-62).   

 

Importantly, we are specifically discussing notions of mental state hedonism; specifically, (2.2.1) 

hedonism about happiness – a mental state or state of mind.  

  

These should be distinguished from other concepts of hedonism24 like axiological hedonism, a 

theory of value which suggests pleasure is the preeminent intrinsic Good25; ethical hedonism, which 

suggests pleasure is the only thing we should seek and the only intrinsic moral good; and 

psychological hedonism, the view that our driving motivations, no matter what we say, are to gain 

 

24 The following concepts of hedonism are both distinct and significantly overlap. In some sense if you think happiness 

descriptively involves an excess of affective pleasure over pain, you have tacitly bought into the evaluative notion that 

pleasure has some value. We will not be substantially discussing the questions of their overlap until we can be clear 

about the conventional idea of hedonism about happiness. Subsequent chapters will discuss the interesting question 

of how different notions of Hedonism relate to and affect each other.  

25 Haybron suggests axiological hedonism is distinct from ethical hedonism; however, Feldman and Sumner suggest 

they are the same concept. 
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pleasure and to avoid pain (Feldman, 2010, p. 23; Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 62; Mulnix & Mulnix, 

2015, pp. 63-64; Sumner, 2003, p. 83).  

 

2.2.1 Hedonism about happiness 

Hedonism about happiness, the long term psychological mental state, is intuitively appealing. When 

we think of happiness as a mental state, it just seems obvious that being happy equates to either 

having a lot of physical or mental pleasure or having a surplus of pleasure over pain, over a 

sustained period (Weijers, 2017). Think of the physical pleasure of an orgasm or pain of being 

punched in the face. The mental pleasure of remembering the birth of your children or pain of a 

bereavement. On aggregate, enough of these positive mental states, for an extended period of time 

in a majority of domains or the whole of a human life, for some people seems to constitute being 

happy. 

 

(a) What is the nature of pleasure and pain? 

But what is the nature of pleasure and pain? To effectively evaluate psychological accounts of 

happiness we need to unpack what is meant by hedonic pleasure and pain. The answer for theories 

of hedonism appears to be that “pleasure is nothing more than having an experience of a certain 

kind, defined either in terms of its intrinsic qualities or one’s attitude towards it” (Haybron D. M., 

2010, p. 67). This view can be separated into three main approaches; Internalist – which suggests 

pleasure is an intrinsic quality of experience common to all pleasures,  Externalist – that pleasures 

are not a common intrinsic quality of experience, but rather any experience which we have a 

favourable attitude towards, and Attitudinal – a form of Externalist view which suggests pleasure 

involves a relationship between a person and proposition, being pleased about a state of affairs or 

fact (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. 62-63). We will briefly discuss each view before moving on to 
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describe and develop some prominent examples of Hedonism about Happiness. We will initially 

discuss the Internalist view.  

 

Internalist  

This view “identifies pleasures in terms of a quality intrinsic to all pleasurable experiences. On this 

sort of view, pleasure is a kind of sensation, feeling, or quality of experience. For instance, what 

makes a given experience pleasant or unpleasant is a simple, unanalyzable feeling tone that it shares 

with all other such experiences” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 62). This approach suggests there is a 

generic positive or negative feeling tone common to all hedonic pleasures or pains (Sumner, 2003, 

pp. 87-91). The claim is that the actual experience of pleasure of watching the Wallabies score a try, 

or a sunset, or the pleasure of remembering a quiet, peaceful memory are experientially identical. 

This is typified in the often-misquoted line from Jeremy Bentham, that the pleasures of poetry and 

pushpin differ only in quantity, not quality (Routledge, 2016, p. Loc. 10237). 

 

On consideration, this seems unlikely when you consider the range of pleasures and pains it is 

possible to feel. The pleasure of scoring a try in rugby just seems affectively distinct from the 

pleasure of listening to the mellow sounds of a Toni Childs album, which is distinct yet again from 

the pleasure of a sad movie or the pleasure of tranquillity from meditation. Arguably, you can 

experience pleasure while crying or being in great pain. This counts against the Internalist view.   

 

Many classical hedonists about happiness were Internalists about pleasure and pain. Despite the 

objection about the Internalist position above, we can nevertheless temporarily grant this view and 

will shortly sketch out a charitable example of hedonism about happiness derived from the classical 



 

82 

 

positions by Fred Feldman in what is this thing called HAPPINESS? (2010); to see the implications 

of the Internalist position. But first, a response to the criticisms of the Internalist view is the 

Externalist view.     

 

Externalist 

This view suggests that “what makes a given experience pleasant is just the subject’s attitude to it – 

whether she likes, welcomes, or otherwise has the right kind of pro-attitude towards it…[It] should 

be based entirely on the experience’s intrinsic or felt qualities… Thus any experience can in 

principle be pleasant or unpleasant, depending on how one reacts to it” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 

62). This heterogeneous model is a reaction to the Internalist view that pleasures have a common 

homogenous intrinsic feeling.  

 

Our own introspection suggests that pleasures and pains can be diverse and may not be compatible 

except from the fact that we have a positive or negative reaction to them or not. Importantly, John 

Stuart Mill argued that different pleasures are distinct (Routledge, 2016, p. Loc 10237; Mill, 1971, 

pp. 18-9). However, it also seems strange to say that anything at all counts as pleasure if I have the 

correct attitude to it. If beating a dog to death gives me pleasure, it counts as an example of pleasure 

that many people would be repulsed by.  

 

A response to this example is that this abhorrence misses the point or confuses pleasure as an 

evaluative, rather than a descriptive, concept. It is not a question of values whether beating a dog to 

death is something to be promoted or good for someone, but simply a fact that there are some 

eccentric pleasures, like sadomasochism, for some people. The individual eccentricity of pleasures 
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of a particular person is a feature of the Externalist position, not a flaw. An important derivative 

Externalist view is the Attitudinal view, which is discussed below.         

 

Attitudinal 

Associated with, but separate to, the Externalist view that pleasures simply involve a positive attitude 

towards an experience, is the Attitudinal approach which suggests: 

 

“pleasure is a propositional attitude of being pleased about some fact or state of affairs 

(or, alternatively, enjoying it, being glad that it is happening, or taking pleasure in it). 

This differs from externalism in that it identifies pleasure not with an experience toward 

which one has an attitude but a propositional attitude itself, and in taking the object of the 

attitude to be a fact or state of affairs rather than an experience. To use a pair of examples 

from Feldman, you might be pleased about the fact that you live in Massachusetts, or take 

pleasure in the fact that you are tasting beer. The attitude in question is an occurrent 

conscious episode, but need not involve any kind of feeling or sensation” (Haybron D. 

M., 2010, p. 63). 

 

But is having a favourable propositional attitude compatible with pleasure? As Haybron (2010, pp. 

64-65) points out, this view of pleasure seems to take the fun out of pleasure. Pleasure is more 

about what it is like to experience a pleasure than our propositional attitude. For example, we derive 

pleasure more directly from the experience of having sex, than being pleased about the fact of 

having sex. We derive pain from the experience of dislocating a shoulder playing rugby, rather than 

being displeased about the state of affairs of dislocating a shoulder. Further, “the imperative to 
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relieve someone’s extreme suffering is not the imperative to relieve her being displeased about 

certain facts” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 65), rather it is to provide relief to a person from the actual 

experience of pain. For me, this counts against this view of what pleasure is.   

 

Nevertheless, a developed version of attitudinal hedonism was developed by Fred Feldman in what 

is this thing called HAPPINESS? (2010). We will grant this version for the sake of argument, to 

unpack its implications for the Economic Materialist.  

 

In summary, what Internalist and Externalist (including Attitudinal) views of pleasure have in 

common is that they involve introspective mental states, “whether this is an internal quality (the 

way we feel) or an external relation (the fact of being liked or disliked)” (Sumner, 2003, pp. 90-91).  

We will now endeavour to set out some influential and charitable examples of Hedonism about 

happiness, one Internalist and the other Attitudinal, to eventually assess their implications for 

mental state accounts of happiness.   

  

2.2.2 Hedonism about happiness – Theory 1 (Internalist) 

To appraise the hedonic theory of happiness; we need first to give a coherent account of what a 

plausible theory of hedonism about happiness might look like. Importantly, following Haybron’s 

(2010, pp. Loc. 578-586) distinction between being happy - happiness in the long term 

psychological sense, and a happy life - well-being and leading a life that is good for the individual, 

it is clear that the Ancient Greek hedonists were typically discussing happiness as a notion of value, 

as well-being; rather than making a psychological claim.  
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However, they still understood that the psychology of well-being was important, cashed out in 

“’euthymia’, roughly cheerfulness, or ‘ataraxia’, tranquility” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 9). This is 

because a good life naturally involved a pleasant life; but they did not have an exact equivalent for 

happiness in the sense we think of it in the contemporary world (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. 8-9).  

 

More explicit claims of hedonism about psychological happiness typically start with utilitarians like 

Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill and Henry Sidgwick in the eighteenth and nineteenth century 

(Sumner, 2003, p. 84). Although principally concerned with welfare hedonism, hedonism about 

well-being, these empiricist thinkers nevertheless obliquely set out views about hedonism about 

happiness in the psychological sense. For Bentham, “Happiness...consists in enjoyment of pleasures 

and security from pains” (Bentham, 2018 [1780], p. 43), while for Mill “By happiness is intended 

pleasure and the absence of pain” (1971, p. 18).  

 

The immediate problem with these views is that any personal reflection on being happy makes clear 

that the condition of having security or absence from pains, makes happiness virtually unattainable. 

Even the happiest person, who experiences many and enduring pleasures, will surely concurrently 

experience some or even a consistent amount of pains. In response, Sidgwick refined this notion, 

saying “By ‘greatest happiness’, then, I mean the greatest possible surplus of pleasure over pain” 

(Sidgwick, 2018 [1874], p. 201). This articulates the intuition that we would not typically consider a 

person happy if they, either experienced pleasure but overwhelmingly more pain; or simultaneously 

experienced a roughly equal amount of pleasure and pain. Essentially, the two must be considered 

together and it requires a sufficient surplus of experienced pleasure over pain to qualify for 

happiness.  
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However, even granting happiness in the moment as being a sufficient surplus of pleasure over 

pain, so far this is not a fully articulated account of psychological happiness. Feldman (2010, pp. 

23-36), to introduce criticisms of Internalist accounts of hedonism about happiness and his 

alternative approach, offers a more fully articulated and charitable view. We will now spell out this 

view of sensory hedonism, which he attributes to Bentham, Mill and Sidgwick26. Subsequently, we 

will be refining this view to include mental pleasures and pains, to present the strongest possible 

version of a theory of hedonism about happiness. This in turn will enable us to assess hedonism 

about happiness. 

 

Feldman suggests any acceptable notion of hedonic happiness, happiness grounded in the concepts 

of pleasure and pain, would involve the highest surplus of pleasure over pain. He claims this could 

be empirically measured by looking at a person’s “hedono-doloric balance”. This involves taking 

the amount of sensory pleasure you experience at any given time in “hedons”, less the amount of 

sensory pain you are experiencing at any time in “dolors”. Measuring the phenomenal sensory27 

intensity of each allows an assessment of whether a person is happy at that time (Feldman, 2010, 

pp. 24-25).    

 

 

26 I am not convinced that Bentham-Mill-Sidgwick would agree with Feldman attributing sensory hedonism to them. 

They could also allow mental sensory or non-sensory pleasures and pains, like memories of your first kiss and 

contemplating the loss of a parent.   

27 Feldman mentions “sensory” Hedonism as his target and sensory pleasures and pains. His examples home in on the 

physical experiences of our senses but it seems to leave out the mental pleasures and pains which attend out lives. I 

will suggest later that this is why his examples are not ultimately effective in refuting hedonism about happiness; and 

why I add the mental aspects.  
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So, if the Economic Materialist at that moment had just acquired a new piece of artwork and this 

was providing 100 hedons of sensory pleasure (from both the ascetic pleasure of the art itself and 

the pleasure of ownership), and they only felt 20 dolors of physical pain (because their wallet had 

sharp edges and was sticking into them); their hedono-doloric balance would be 80, and this would 

represent their level of happiness at that particular moment.   

 

Importantly, there is a “minimum positive threshold” such that whenever a person’s hedono-doloric 

balance exceeds the threshold they are happy. In the other direction there is also a “minimum 

negative threshold” such that whenever a person’s hedono-doloric balance is below the threshold 

they are unhappy. This captures the intuitive notion that hedonic happiness is graduated in bands, 

such that a person could be in a middle band and be neither happy nor unhappy.  

 

On its own this calculus only tells us the person’s level of hedonic happiness in a particular 

moment. Importantly, to tell us anything about a person being happy, this hedonic calculus must be 

extended to capture happiness over a period of time, in a particular area or domain of a person’s life 

(work, a relationship etc), or for happiness in life generally by virtue of assessing the integral of 

happiness for each of the discrete hedono-doloric balance moments involved (Feldman, 2010, pp. 

25-26). Essentially, on aggregate, enough of these positive mental states involving a sufficient 

surplus of pleasure over pain, for an extended period of time, in a majority of domains or the whole 

of a human life, constitutes being happy. This seems at least initially plausible as a charitable 

representation of an empirical, hedonic theory of happiness. 
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So, returning to the earlier example, the Economic Materialist’s hedono-doloric balance was 80 and 

represents a high level of happiness at that moment.  If they had a sufficient surplus of these 

discrete pleasures over pains, for an enduring period, either in the majority of domains or in life 

generally, they would qualify as being happy.  

 

But is sensory hedonism about happiness credible? One trenchant criticism of sensory hedonism is 

that while pleasure and pain may be a component of happiness, they are not exhaustive or even the 

main aspect of the concept. Feldman (2010, p. 33), after setting out the charitable version of sensory 

hedonism about happiness above, specifically sets out to show that pleasure and happiness are 

different concepts through several thought experiments involving the hedonic calculus. He suggests 

these show that a person could have a positive hedono-doloric balance and be unhappy; and a 

decidedly negative hedono-doloric balance and be happy; consequently, pleasure is not happiness. 

These examples will be set out immediately below.  

 

(a) Wendell and the orgasm enhancer - positive hedono-doloric balance and unhappy 

To separate pleasures or pains from happiness, Feldman (2010, pp. 32-33) firstly asks us to consider 

the case of Wendell and the orgasm enhancer.  Wendell experiences very mild orgasms which are 

marginally pleasurable. Hearing of a new product, the orgasm enhancer, which claims to 

appreciably enhance orgasms to unheard off proportions; he purchases the product. Excitably, 

Wendell tries out the product and instead of the anticipated 400 hedon orgasm, he only receives a 

12 hedon orgasm. At that moment he is not experiencing any pain. Consequently, his positive 

hedono-doloric balance is positive 12 and he should be happy. However, he is not happy at all, as 

he is consumed with the disappointment of the actual orgasm. Despite feeling a reasonable surplus 
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of pleasure over pain, he is decidedly unhappy. This for Feldman undermines the idea that pleasure 

equals happiness.  

 

(b) The excruciatingly happy pregnant women - negative hedono-doloric balance and happy 

Next, Feldman asks us to consider the opposite effect. A woman is in the last stages of giving birth 

to her first child without pain relief. This pregnancy is desired and eagerly anticipated. At the 

moment the baby emerges, is examined, and declared healthy, the women is in extreme pain and not 

feeling any sensory pleasure. Yet the women describes her emotional condition thus;  

 

“I think the pain was the worst I have ever felt. I didn’t realize it would hurt so much. 

But at the same time I think that was one of the happiest moments of my life. I was so 

relieved when I knew that this pregnancy was finally going to be over; I was thrilled 

when I felt the baby emerge; I was delighted when they told me that the baby was fine” 

(Feldman, 2010, p. 34).  

 

The mother plausibly claims, as anecdotally many women who have given birth do, that she was 

simultaneously in the most sensory pain in her life and the happiest. Again, this for Feldman 

undermines the relationship between pain and happiness.  

 

Essentially, Feldman is arguing that these types of cases show that pleasures or pains are distinct 

from happiness. But are these criticisms of sensory Hedonism likely to be acceptable to the 

proponent of hedonism? I would argue Feldman makes the mistake of linking sensory hedonism 

solely with physical pleasures and pains, rather than with both physical and mental pleasures and 
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pains. He states that sensory pleasure “is taken to be a feeling, or sensation, perhaps relevantly like 

the feeling of warmth, or the feeling of pressure, or a tickle or an itch” (Feldman, 2010, p. 109). 

Applying a more inclusive account, including both physical and mental pleasures and pains, to the 

previous examples and feeding in their mental positive and negative affect, leads to the opposite 

conclusions he makes and would support this Internalist hedonist account of happiness.  

 

Firstly, consider Wendell and the orgasm enhancer. The reason Wendell feels unhappiness is not 

because his hedono-doloric balance is positive and yet he is decidedly unhappy. This calculates his 

physical pleasure but discounts or completely disregards his mental pains. His mental pain or 

negative affect at the disappointment of the underwhelming orgasm enhancer means that his 

hedono-doloric balance is decidedly negative. And naturally, this makes him unhappy on this 

account.  

 

The opposite is true with the case of the excruciatingly happy pregnant women. Feldman (2010, p. 

109) claims “She is experiencing a wild collection of intense sensations and emotions. On the 

purely sensory side, she is suffering the intense pains associated with childbirth. She is not feeling 

any sensory pleasure”. This fundamentally misconstrues the nature of pleasures and pains. Her 

happiness can be explained not because her hedono-doloric balance is decidedly negative and yet 

she is inexplicably happy; but because while she is in significant physical pain, she is experiencing 

extraordinary amounts of mental pleasure or positive affect at the birth of her child. This 

overwhelms any negative affect involving purely physical pain and makes her hedono-doloric 

balance overwhelmingly positive, and consequently she is happy. In short, Feldman’s arguments do 

not demonstrate that pleasure or pain and happiness are different things, as his examples can be 
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rehabilitated by considering mental pleasures28 and pains; and not discrete, but complete sets of 

pleasures and pains (childbirth pain -15 plus seeing child pleasure +50 etc). 

 

Despite this, I agree that hedonism about happiness is not plausible. Before discussing why I claim 

hedonism about happiness is generally incorrect, the next section will firstly discuss another 

account, the attitudinal theory of hedonism about happiness.  

 

2.2.3 Hedonism about happiness – Theory 2 (Attitudinal)  

Attitudinal hedonism, like sensory hedonism, claims that happiness can be explained by the 

concepts of pleasure and pain. However, it is distinct from sensory pleasure, “where pleasure is 

taken to be a feeling, or sensation, perhaps relevantly like the feeling of warmth, or the feeling of 

pressure, or a tickle or an itch” (Feldman, 2010, p. 109). Attitudinal pleasure is a propositional 

attitude, such that we would “attribute this sort of pleasure to a person when we say that he is 

pleased about something, or when we say that he “takes pleasure in” some state of affairs” 

(Feldman, 2010, p. 109).  

 

Feldman (2010, pp. 109-118) explains that attitudinal hedonism about happiness involves 

calculating the balance of atoms of attitudinal pleasure; where the occurrent intrinsic attitudinal 

pleasure involves being attitudinally pleased about a state of affairs at that time for its own sake; 

less the atoms of attitudinal pain, where the occurrent intrinsic attitudinal displeasure involves 

being attitudinally displeased about a state of affairs at that time for its own sake. This involves 

 

28 These mental pleasures are temporally wide – they can be about contemplating the past, current or future 

pleasures or pains. 
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several aspects including that attitudinal happiness involves propositional attitudes, is occurrent, 

and intrinsic, which we will discuss in turn.  

 

(a) Aspects of Attitudinal Happiness 

The important aspects of attitudinal happiness include: 

Propositional attitudes 

Propositional attitudes are pro or for attitudes of being pleased about propositional states, about 

something or some state of affairs. These states of affairs may be general - about the weather 

(Feldman, 2010, p. 110) or specific – about the Wallabies winning a particular test match.  They 

may not involve feelings in the sense of sensory pleasures – like an orgasm or massage, as you can 

“take pleasure in things [facts or states of affairs] without feeling any pleasurable sensations” 

(Feldman, 2010, p. 143).  

 

Occurrent 

It is occurrent, in that we are required to be consciously focused on that state of affairs, rather than 

asleep or considering other things. You can also be occurrently pleased about something over a 

duration, by considering it at every stage of that duration.  

 

This is distinct from being dispositionaly pleased about something, which happens over a duration 

but does not involve being continually thinking about the state of affairs (Feldman, 2010, pp. 110-

1). For example, if you are dispositionaly pleased about the Wallabies over the World Cup year, 

then there will be many times that you are not considering them, because you are asleep or thinking 

of other things. But if you were thinking about that state of affairs, you would be dispositionaly 
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pleased, rather than occurrently pleased. The latter involves a consciously focused moment or 

moments considering the wallabies and being attitudinally pleased. Further again, they are; 

 

Intrinsic 

There is a further distinction between being intrinsically versus extrinsically attitudinally pleased. 

Feldman (2010, pp. 117-8) uses the example of a sporting contest where you notice your opponent 

is perspiring and this indicates to you that you will be able to eventually overpower them. So, your 

attitudinal pleasure is at the fact or state of affairs of your opponent wilting, which is instrumentally 

pleasurable because it will lead to other facts which will be intrinsically pleasurable. When your 

attitudinal pleasure is for facts or a state of affairs for its own sake, then it qualifies as intrinsically 

pleasurable.  

 

Feldman suggests that attitudinal hedonism about happiness can explain the previously discussed 

troublesome cases for sensory hedonism, rehabilitating the link between pleasures or pains and 

happiness. Therefore, it is for him a plausible account of happiness. We will critically examine his 

arguments below.  

 

Wendell and the orgasm enhancer & the excruciatingly happy pregnant women revisited 

Consider, initially, the earlier example of Wendell and the orgasm enhancer (2.2.2. (a)). Feldman 

argues that sensory hedonism could not explain why this person was unhappy despite a positive 

hedono-doloric balance, while the notion of attitudinal hedonism about happiness can. This is 

because sensory hedonism calculates Wendell having a positive balance of sensory pleasure over 

pain and consequently, he should be happy, when he is not; while Feldman’s (2010, p. 125) 
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attitudinal approach calculates the correct outcome, that he is unhappy. This is because in the 

moment he has an excess of atoms of attitudinal displeasure – he is displeased about the facts or 

states of affairs of being duped, that he anticipated enhanced orgasms which are dismal and the like; 

over atoms of attitudinal pleasure – being pleased about the fact or state of affairs of a very mild, 

underwhelming orgasm.   

 

Similarly, in the case of the excruciatingly happy pregnant women (2.2.2. (b)) attitudinal hedonism 

calculates the correct result in contract to sensory hedonism. This is because, on Feldman’s account, 

sensory hedonism calculates an excess of sensory pain over pleasure, suggesting the mother should 

be unhappy, when she is clearly deliriously happy. This is calculated correctly by attitudinal 

hedonism because as he explains it; she is experiencing 45 atoms of attitudinal pleasure because her 

long pregnancy is nearing an end (15 units), her new baby was successfully born and is healthy (15 

units), and she is enthralled and excited to embark on parenthood (15 units); less 20 atoms of 

attitudinal displeasure about the state of affairs about the way she feels having endured the 

discomfort and pain of childbirth. Consequently, she has a net surplus of 25 units of attitudinal 

pleasure (Feldman, 2010, pp. 125-6). This correctly explains why she is happy, in contract to 

sensory hedonism.  

 

Essentially, Feldman (2010, pp. 124-126) argues because attitudinal hedonism can explain difficult 

cases like Wendell and the orgasm enhancer and The excruciatingly happy pregnant women, when 

sensory hedonism cannot, it is a good account of hedonism about happiness. 
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Initially, this can seem an improved version of hedonism about happiness. What else could matter 

regarding happiness but a person’s pro or con attitudes to their experiences? This accords with the 

liberal notion of sovereignty about happiness. If I enjoy sadomasochism and it involves sensory 

pain, but I gain exceptional net attitudinal pleasure from it, then it makes me happy. But is this as 

intuitively plausible as it sounds?  

 

(b) Criticisms of attitudinal hedonism  

We will initially discuss two main criticisms of Attitudinal Hedonism about Happiness (AHH) 

which Feldman himself introduces, The Problem of Objectless Moods (Feldman, 2010, p. 137), and 

The Missing Element (Feldman, 2010, p. 143). He anticipates these objections to subsequently 

address and strengthen his case for attitudinal hedonism. I will argue that the criticism about The 

Problem of Objectless Moods is not ultimately a problem for his theory, however his attempts to 

rehabilitate The Missing Element fails, and consequently AHH is not a good account of hedonism 

about happiness.  

 

The Problem of Objectless Moods 

The crux of this objection to AHH is that attitudinal pleasure or displeasure is about a propositional 

object, being directed towards some state of affairs or object. However, many diffuse, general, and 

pervasive moods may not be directed towards any propositional object at all; say if “the person 

were suffering from anxiety, depression, or irritability that was diffuse and generalized” (Feldman, 

2010, p. 137). If these objectless moods are not directed towards anything, but can affect happiness, 

then AHH cannot explain them. Consequently, it is not a coherent theory of hedonism about 

happiness.   
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A specific example can get to the core of the issue. Haybron (2010, p. 202) states: 

“if you are feeling uneasy about visiting the dentist, you can attend to your unease 

simply by thinking about your impending appointment and noting how that feels-

something that, again, tends to happen all by itself. But if you are feeling uneasy in 

general, about nothing in particular, to what do you attend? This feeling attaches to 

nothing in particular; it just forms a part of the background to your experience of 

everything”.  

This is a problem for AHH accounts as this seems a case of clear displeasure, which does not 

involve a propositional object or some state of affairs.  

 

Feldman’s response is to set out what appear to be plausible examples of potential objectless 

moods, to show they, in fact, only occur when they are instantiated in specific targets, which are 

either higher-order or lower-order. Therefore, Feldman argues this undermines this criticism of 

AHH.  

 

An illustrative example involves a discussion of irritability, a constituent of general depression. 

Irritability involves the “tendency to respond to events with angry outbursts or blaming others, or an 

exaggerated sense of frustration over minor matters” (Feldman, 2010, pp. 139-40). He asks us to 

consider road rage, where a minor perceived provocation while driving leads to a disproportionate 

reaction. If this proclivity is generalised and does not attend to any particular proposition, then 

AHH cannot explain happiness or unhappiness.  
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Feldman, in response, argues that we should distinguish between specific lower-order propositional 

displeasures, like being irritable that you are stuck in traffic, potentially being late for work or some 

action of another driver; and higher-order propositional states of being generally displeased, like 

being about the state of affairs of potentially getting angry at trivial things that should not worry 

you, or that so many things are bothering him. These higher-order propositional states of being 

pleased or displeased rebut the problem of objectless moods for Feldman.  

 

A related criticism of AHH is that moody feelings constitute an example of displeasure which is not 

related to any propositional attitude or state of affairs (Feldman, 2010, p. 152). Being in this mood 

is constitutive of unhappiness and AHH cannot explain this. Feldman’s response is that AHH can 

again explain this by appealing to higher-order propositional states; that the person “is unhappy and 

his unhappiness can be explained by appeal to the fact that he is displeased to be experiencing 

certain moody feelings” (Feldman, 2010, p. 142). He argues further, if these moods are in the 

background, but not conscious or discernible to the individual except when they are instantiated by 

some event – say someone taking your parking spot – then they do not create a problem for AHH. 

Whilst I agree with Feldman that objectless moods do not create a problem for AHH, we will next 

discuss a problem that for me does prove fatal for the theory, the missing element to AHH.      

 

The Missing Element 

Another key criticism of attitudinal hedonism is that it “seems to take the fun [feeling] out of 

pleasure” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 64). It fundamentally misunderstands pleasure, as the 

phenomenal aspect drops out, when it seems an integral component of what pleasure is. So, if I 

enjoy sex on rainy days; it is not that I am pleased with the fact I am having sex that predominantly 

makes it a pleasant experience; but the actual way it feels phenomenally, that is the defining 
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component of the pleasure. If at a dry intellectual level, I believe sex is life affirming or a healthy 

part of a flourishing relationship and have a pro attitude to it, that is not what is pleasurable about 

sex. 

 

Feldman attempts to respond to these criticisms by differentiating between sensory feelings – “such 

things as feelings of warmth or cold; feelings of pressure; itches; tickles; burning sensations…and 

so on…Sensory feelings are associated with locations in the body and typically involve the 

stimulation of sensory nerves” (Feldman, 2010, p. 144); and propositional feelings – propositional 

attitudes like feeling proud of an achievement or feeling confident that the weather is a certain way, 

which is a proxy for being confident about, or having a belief about, a propositional state; which 

need not have any phenomenological or affect aspect.   

 

He puts forward a thought experiment involving a researcher who finds a way to disable the sensory 

aspects of the brain, the areas involved in cheery sensory feelings. The researcher subsequently 

plays with his children, which involves a lot of fun, but stripped of the normal cheery feelings. 

Feldman states that this person could be happy during the time they are with their children based on 

the various activities they undertake together, attitudinally happy without any associated sensory 

happiness (Feldman, 2010, p. 146).   

 

Again, for me this seems to miss the point. Being pleased about the proposition or state of affairs of 

playing with your children may be a minor aspect of happiness. However, without the 

phenomenological aspect, can it truly count as a full-bodied account of happiness. When I carry out 

activities with my children, I am happy that I am participating in activities that will be enjoyable for 
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them, or provide opportunities to learn, or promote their resilience or development, the 

propositional aspects. But what makes it especially happy for me is that there is a significant 

element of positive affect, something it feels like to play with them, which is pleasurable. The 

pleasantness intimately involves the what it is like aspect of feeling this way.  

 

2.2.4 Why hedonism about happiness is incorrect 

To summarise, I have argued against attitudinal hedonism about happiness, essentially because it 

takes the fun or pleasure (affect and what it is like) out of happiness, instead referencing a dry, 

intellectual account.  I have sought to rehabilitate internalist accounts of hedonism about happiness, 

arguing that when you consider the physical, and subsequently add the mental, phenomenology of 

pleasures and pains, they seem to map happiness.  

 

Despite this, I do not think that hedonism about happiness is sufficient for happiness. Next, we will 

discuss the specific arguments Haybron (2010, pp. 63-5) puts forward for why hedonism about 

happiness is not plausible as a theory, which were the catalyst for his emotional state theory of 

happiness. These include: 

 

(a) Irrelevant pleasures 

Haybron (2010, pp. 63-4) argues that hedonism about happiness goes astray because many 

pleasures are superficial and incidental; and do not seem to make up or affect our happiness. For 

example, “One’s enjoyment of eating crackers, hearing a good song, sexual intercourse…need not 

have the slightest impact on one’s level of happiness” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 63). This is 

plausible when you think that, for example, a gourmet meal, in isolation or even regularly may not 

make someone significantly happier. It would certainly be pleasurable or provide discrete feelings 
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of happiness, but happiness seems something deeper, more durable, and less malleable than just an 

individual, or even reoccurring, experience. We all have experienced the example of a person, who 

gleefully self-reports being unhappy, enjoying a divine meal at a salubrious restaurant and 

proclaiming their pleasure and enjoyment of the experience, and yet prove to be resilient in their 

personal unhappiness. 

 

This is not to say that pleasures or pains are not a component of happiness, they are patently 

important to our moment-to-moment experience; as well as cumulatively. It seems likely that 

enough phenomenological pleasure or pain can affect your long-term psychological happiness. But 

in isolation, or even cumulatively, pleasures and pains are not sufficient for happiness.  

 

(b) Psychological superficiality  

Another issue for hedonism about happiness is that our experiences, the what it is like, are the 

source of our psychological happiness or unhappiness, rather than the underlying state; “it seems 

more than a bit odd to say …[that people] are happy or unhappy simply by virtue of experiencing a 

great deal of pleasure or unpleasure” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 65). For Haybron, this insight is the 

catalyst for introducing the emotional state theory of happiness, a broader and more pervasive view 

that involves the persons overall emotional state or condition, contrasted with the peripheral and 

fleeting pleasures and pains of hedonism. He argues that these more central emotional states or 

condition are more intimately connected to our sense of self, and more accurately reflect our holistic 

disposition and orientation.  
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For me, this seems true when you consider real life cases. We have all met people who divert 

themselves with fleeting pleasures, companionship, possessions, or the like; but who are deeply 

unhappy. This person may experience many and frequent pleasures which fail to affect their deep 

and abiding unhappiness. If happiness is just our experiences, a surplus of pleasures over pains, 

then these people should be happy.  

 

Further, we have all met many people whose moment-to-moment phenomenological state does not 

involve much positive affect. Some people live their lives without ever feeling sustained feelings of 

joy, elation, jubilation, and pleasure. Nevertheless, despite their lack of pleasure, they can 

reasonably affirm their lives to be happy. These reasons at least count against hedonism, cashed out 

as positive affect, being sufficient for happiness.   

 

2.2.5 Summary of Hedonism about happiness  

In summary, hedonism about happiness is one aspect of happiness, but not sufficient. Having a life 

of surplus pleasures over pains can certainly add to your happiness. It would be glib and patronising 

to exhort the person in relentless and unceasing pain, that they do not need positive affect to be 

happy. However, if you have a surplus of pleasures in your life, and not an overwhelming amount 

of pains, you can still be unhappy. The concern that positive affect is vital to happiness, but 

pleasures on their own cannot adequately explain the range and depth of positive affects; is the 

catalyst for the next account of happiness, the emotional state view, which we will analyse next.   

 

2.3 Emotional State 
For many, happiness seems obviously more expansive than just pleasurable or unpleasant 

sensations. Daniel Haybron’s Emotional State theory, an affective theory like hedonism, 
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acknowledges the intimate and integral part our conscious experiences seem to have in 

psychological happiness. But it seeks to redress the inadequacy of hedonistic accounts of happiness, 

namely irrelevant pleasures, and psychological superficiality, by suggesting happiness involves a 

more comprehensive psychological condition which is more stable and enduring, than a mere 

succession of pleasant experiences. Despite being an improvement on hedonism about happiness, 

and a sophisticated affective theory of psychological, descriptive happiness, I will eventually argue 

that, in isolation, it is not ultimately viable as a complete account of happiness.   

 

Initially, we will set out this account. On this view happiness requires your “emotional condition to 

be favourable on the whole” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 28); where this emotional condition is more 

holistic, deep and enduring than either mere discreet experiences, pleasurable or otherwise, or for 

“the flow of your experience to be pleasant enough” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 28). This broader 

emotional condition has two aspects. Firstly, a predominance of positive central affective states 

(mood-constituting emotions and moods); and secondly, your mood propensity, which is how 

disposed you are to feel certain emotions and moods.  

 

Importantly, Haybron (2010, p. 109) makes the distinction that this view does not look at happiness 

as being a mood or emotion. Instead, it is a condition which involves the aggregate of an agent’s 

moods and emotions. This allows for the complexity of our holistic emotional condition; as you 

may be, for example, both “cheerful and anxious at the same time” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 109). 

Happiness, on this view, involves psychic affirmation, “for your psychological condition to be a 

certain way...to try to figure out a person’s basic emotional orientation or demeanour: is she 

reacting favourably, in emotional terms, to her life? To be happy is essentially to be favourably 
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disposed, in emotional terms, toward your life” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 28).  We will set out and 

interrogate both aspects of the theory, central affective states, and mood propensity.  

 

2.3.1 Central affective states 

One aspect of happiness on the Emotional State theory is a favourable balance of positive central 

affective states - essentially emotions and moods. This section will initially unpack what exactly 

Haybron means by emotions and moods, then move on to list the five essential characteristics on 

central affective states. Haybron argues this will redress the issue of irrelevant pleasures – 

pleasures that seem disconnected with notions of happiness, and psychological superficiality – that 

positive affect is merely the symptom and is not intimately linked to our sense of self, which 

undermines traditional hedonist accounts of happiness.  

 

(a) Emotions  

In this theory, the important emotions are central or paradigm emotions, like anger or fear. While 

Haybron does not explicitly define paradigm emotions, likening them to “passions” (Haybron D. 

M., 2010, p. 109); he nevertheless distinguishes emotions that are either peripheral – having little 

affect and more akin to beliefs which do not impact your mood, like a fleeting annoyance; or central 

- being psychologically deep; to our emotional condition. These central emotions are mood-

constituting, like how the grief of learning of a close relative or friend passing away can cause a 

pervasive melancholy mood (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 131).  

 

(b) Moods 

Moods are differentiated from emotions by Haybron and explained as enduring affective states with 

dispositional aspects. Take for example, irritability, which even though not continually conscious to 
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the individual, may dispose you to potentially “inexplicably lashing out over some trivial offense” 

(Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 71). Moods both colour your existing emotional state, and inform your 

future states, effecting your general emotional condition. Vitally, these moods and emotions are 

more integral to our emotional condition than mere physical pleasure or pains.  

 

(c) Five essential characteristics of central affective states 

Central affective states are vital to Haybron’s account of happiness because they demarcate surface 

or peripheral pleasures and pains, which do not seem to effect or permeate our happiness (they are 

irrelevant pleasures), and also do not seem intimately linked to our sense of self (they are 

psychological superficial); from central emotions and moods which are able to change our 

underlying emotional state, rather than just happening to us (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 130).  Some 

essential characteristics of Central affective states are as follows: 

 

Dispositional 

Central affective states are dispositional, making a person disposed to experience certain affects, 

altering their personality or temperament for a limited period. For example, if you are in a depressed 

mood, you will for a period be less likely to experience positive affect, more likely to be disposed to 

look at things negatively, and less likely to be buoyed by good events (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 

130). More peripheral pleasures or pains may provide positive or negative affect in the moment or 

briefly but are not pervasive.  

  

Productive 

Central affective states are productive, having causal consequences and effects (Haybron D. M., 

2010, p. 130). For example, if I am depressed, it can create other affects – like sadness, “bias our 
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thinking and behavior…[and making us] anticipate the worst in every situation” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 

2015, p. 109), changing your physiology – potentially making you lethargic or disinterested.  In 

contrast, peripheral pleasures or pains may not be productive or effect our thinking, physiology or 

promote other affects.  

 

Persistent 

Central affective states are persistent, lasting a while and having an inertia that peripheral pleasures 

and pains do not have – being more transitory (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 130). For example, contrast 

a more durable experience of depression - which is persistent and dogged, with the pain of hitting 

your finger with a hammer – which while visceral, quickly dissipates from your consciousness.   

 

Pervasive 

Central affective states are pervasive, permeating the whole of our consciousness and experience 

(Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 131), effecting “our will and desire to do things…[as well as] how we 

experience those events as they occur” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 109). For example, when 

depressed you do not take the same pleasure or satisfaction in things you usually do. Also, you are 

less motivated to do activities or carry out events which might positively affect your mood. This is 

because your pervasive mood percolates through into your whole consciousness. In contrast, a mere 

displeasure may affect you in the moment, but have no effect on your desire to do other activities or 

effect your consciousness.  

 

Profound 

Central affective states are profound, “experienced as states of us, rather than things happening to 

us” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 109). While vague, there is a sense they emanate from us, rather 
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than being imposed from without, like a peripheral pleasure or pain. They are intimately linked to 

our sense of self. Returning to the earlier point surrounding psychological superficiality, central 

affective states are about a deeper happiness linked to us as separate, bounded individuals,  rather 

than a fleeting discrete affective event. For example, the experience of seeing my daughter get a 

school merit certificate versus a massage.     

 

In summary, to some degree, either in isolation or in some combination, these five elements 

characterise central affective states. We will next examine the other integral element of Haybron’s 

emotional state theory of happiness, mood propensity.    

 

2.3.2 Mood propensity 

Mood propensity captures the notion that our emotions and moods are not discrete packages 

operating in isolation without context, but rather create a context or environment which also 

permeates into our current and future emotional conditions. When you are in a good mood this 

seems to percolate through into other states. You are both more receptive to good experiences and 

less vulnerable to the vicissitudes of life’s negative experiences. For example, when I am happy, I 

am almost never irritated by someone cutting me off in traffic. It just seems unimportant.  

 

Vitally, mood propensity describes our “dispositions to experience moods…[for example, 

depression is] not just a bad mood, nor a series of bad moods. It is rather a broader psychological 

condition” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 136). These mood propensities, while elastic in general – they 

can change significantly over time, are resilient in the shorter term – our moods tend to return to 

that discrete mood propensity. For example, if your mood is one of tranquillity or imperturbability, 
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something may excite you briefly, but you will tend to return to that mood propensity point, being 

tranquil. 

 

Haybron notes three important points about mood propensity. Firstly, they are distinct from our 

personality or temperament, how we are “characteristically disposed to react, emotionally, to 

various circumstances, at some basic level” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 137). Mood propensities can 

vary radically over time, whereas our personalities seem more deeper seated and immutable. 

Secondly, mood propensity is generalised and not object directed. It is top down and percolates into 

our moment-to-moment consciousness, rather than bottom up, being activated by an experiential 

event. Thirdly, it involves emotionally-based mood propensity – which are happiness constitutive 

and based in your emotional condition, rather than mood propensities which are irrelevant to 

happiness – for example, like hitting your finger repeatedly with a hammer.  

 

Essentially mood propensities are a “type of state that is intermediate between moods and 

[character] traits, which disposes us to experience certain moods and related states, and which plays 

a constitutive role in happiness” (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. 137-8). Collectively, central affective 

states and mood propensities constitute happiness under the emotional state theory. Specifically, 

where a predominance of both positive central affective states and mood propensities, collectively, 

provide a broadly positive emotional condition. And this broadly positive emotional condition is 

psychological happiness.  

 

Having set out the two integral aspects of emotional condition (positive central affective states and 

mood propensity), Haybron next sets out to drill down into the specific types of emotional states we 
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typically encounter. These positive or negative emotional responses are located along three 

dimensions or categories of affective state, which we will now examine.  

 

2.3.3 Categories of affective states 

To recap, the emotional state theory of happiness involves having a broadly positive emotional 

condition - which includes two aspects, central affective states, and mood propensity - both of 

which are themselves broadly positive. Happiness involves a profoundly rich and diverse range of 

positive affective states within this emotional condition, and Haybron attempts to describe what 

these states might look like. He suggests all emotional states involve one, or some combination, of 

three modes of positive or negative response (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 111). Importantly, you can 

accept an emotion state theory of happiness without accepting these modes or the unconscious 

aspect of mood propensity (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 30). Haybron grants that if there are scientific 

advancements, insights, or refinements these categories can be abandoned or revised, while leaving 

the emotional state theory intact.   

 

Centrally, the emotional state theory of happiness involves a person’s positive emotional response 

to their life, what Haybron (2010, p. 111) calls psychic affirmation. These emotional states: 

 

“instantiate one or more of three basic modes of affirmative or negative response. At the 

most basic level will be responses concerning the individual’s safety and security: for 

example, letting one’s defences down, making oneself fully at home in one’s life – 

being in a state of utter attunement with one’s life, we might say - as opposed to taking 

up a defensive stance. Next come responses relating to the individual’s commitment to 
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or engagement with her situation and activities: is it worth investing much effort in 

them, or would it be wiser to withdraw or disengage from them? Finally, there will be 

more or less explicit endorsements signifying that one’s life is not just free of threat and 

worth pursuing enthusiastically, but positively good, containing things that are to be 

built upon, sustained, repeated, or sought in the future – as, for example, when one has 

just achieved a goal or received a great benefit” (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. 111-112).  

 

Essentially, “happiness involves three broad categories of affective state, including “endorsement” 

states like joy versus sadness, “engagement” states like flow or a sense of vitality, and “attunement” 

states like tranquility, emotional expansiveness versus compression, and confidence” (Haybron D. 

M., Happiness, 2011). Vitally, you can be experiencing a combination of these states concurrently, 

explaining the rich complexity and contradictions involved in our overall emotional lives. This 

versatility in describing affective happiness is a benefit in describing the different ways people can 

be happy. For example, you may be sad and happy, confused and unconfident yet giddy and happy, 

tranquil, and happy or tranquil and unhappy.  

 

We will initially discuss each individual dimension of affective states, before looking at the more 

complex discussion of how they may, or may not, sit together to potentially constitute the state of 

happiness. It seems utterly normal for a person to be happy about x and y, but unhappy about a and 

b. How do these disparate categories or dimensions of affective states coherently sit together seems 

critical for this theory. The concepts and their respective constituents in order of prominence can be 

described below as: 
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(a) Attunement 

The most significant category of affective states for happiness in this theory is attunement – our 

responses to our perceived security and safety, which involves peace of mind versus anxiety, 

confidence versus insecurity and uncompression versus compression. Specifically, it can be 

understood: 

 

“by reflecting on states that fall along on the tranquillity – anxiety axis…[The notion of 

tranquillity involves] “settledness”: not merely peace of mind or lack of internal discord 

but a kind of inner surety or confidence, stability and balance, or imperturbability. 

Whereas endorsement’s characteristic appearance is the smile, and engagement’s the 

jaunty gait, tranquility presents itself in the relaxed, easy posture. The opposite of 

attunement…is more broadly alienation. [Attunement] appears to have three basic 

aspects: (1) inner calm or peace… (2) confidence or surety; and (3) openness or 

expansiveness of mood or spirit, or a sense of freedom” (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. 116-

117).  

 

(b) Engagement 

This dimension or category of affective states for happiness involves enthusiastically engaging with 

your life and can be understood as involving exuberance or vitality versus listlessness, and flow 

versus boredom or ennui. It means being “not listless and withdrawn, but energetic and 

engaged…enthusiastically taking up what it has to offer. This can happen even when things are not 

going particularly well, for instance when struggling to accomplish a difficult goal” (Haybron D. 

M., 2010, p. 114).  
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There are two aspects of engagement; firstly, involving vitality and energy along the exuberance – 

depression axis; secondly, flow – that feeling of complete absorption and focus in or on something 

when time seems in stasis. This can be contrasted with the lethargy and disengagement of someone 

with depression (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. 114-115).  

 

(c) Endorsement  

The final category or dimension of affective states for happiness is endorsement – states which 

signify your life contains “things that are to be built upon, sustained, repeated, or sought in the 

future” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 112). These affective states are characterised by joy versus 

sadness, and cheerfulness versus irritability. It involves “affects along the joy-sadness axis, 

especially those of feeling happy or cheerful” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 113). It is both the easiest 

to recognise, as our faces demonstratively display our frowns, smiles, laughter and the like; and the 

hardest to maintain, given how fleeting these affects are and their seeming imperviousness to our 

efforts to will them to last. They are one element of our emotional state; impoverished in isolation, 

as it seems a diminished conception of happiness if this was all your happiness consisted in; but 

important never the less, a life without these sorts of affects would seem strange to characterise as 

happy (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 113).   

 

2.3.4 Summary of emotional state theory of happiness 

Essentially the emotional state theory of happiness involves an individual’s overall emotional 

condition, including their central affective states and mood propensities. It involves psychic 

affirmation towards your life, a broad emotional response which includes “attunement, engagement, 

and endorsement. To be happy, then, is for one’s emotional condition to be broadly positive – 

involving stances of attunement, engagement, and endorsement – with negative central affective 

states and mood propensities only to a minor extent” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 147).     
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The account has the advantage of adding versatility, subtlety, and depth to the notion of affective 

happiness; rather than seeing it just as a simple surplus of pleasure over pain, a giddy feeling or 

succession of pleasant experiences. So, a profoundly distressed individual who artfully diverts 

themselves from their despair may have mainly pleasant experiences, qualifying under sensory and 

attitudinal hedonism as happy. However, under the broader psychological notion of emotional state 

theory, their emotional state would clearly qualify as unhappy (Haybron D. M., 2011). This feature 

of the account accords with our sense of the emotional depth and complexity of happiness.  

 

This view suggests happiness does not just consist in the popular notion of exuberant exhilaration; 

but may include aspects of tranquillity, fulfilment, and the like. This aligns with our common-sense 

experience of being happy in various ways; rather than the typical, idyllic notion or caricature of 

manic elation and so forth. Potentially, under the emotion state theory, you could even “never feel 

happy… [but qualify as happy by being in good spirits,] generally fulfilled and emotionally 

untroubled”  (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 109).  

 

The interdependence of the various states of attunement, engagement and endorsement add texture 

and depth to our affective states, and map more closely both our normal experience of happiness 

and the happiness we see in others, which may involve a predominance of other positive affective 

states from the combination or mix which involves our own happiness. Essentially, for Haybron, 

there is an important truth that happiness feels good (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 111), and while 

hedonism about happiness explains this partially and crudely; the emotional state theory answers to 
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this truism that happiness feels good, by more accurately mapping and explaining, with nuance and 

subtlety, this broader emotional condition.     

 

(a) Criticisms of the emotional state theory of happiness  

Despite being an improved affect theory of happiness in the long-term psychological sense, 

emotional state theory still has several deficiencies. For Mulnix and Mulnix (2015, p. 111), there 

are two central criticisms. Firstly, the problem of what is a sufficiently favourable balance of 

emotional states to constitute happiness; and secondly, how you would distinguish between positive 

and negative affects. We will discuss each in turn, and I will argue that ultimately, while this affect 

theory is a substantial improvement from Hedonism accounts; it is also inadequate, in isolation, to 

explain happiness.  

 

How do you calculate a positive emotional condition?  

For Haybron, happiness involves a “broadly positive emotional condition, with only minor levels of 

negative emotional response. “Broadly positive” means positive across the three modes of 

emotional response [attunement, engagement, and endorsement]” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 147). 

Mulnix and Mulnix (2015, p. 111), while not directly addressing the issue, flag the potential 

problem of what might be involved in having a sufficiently favourable balance of emotional states.  

 

Vitally, how do you calculate your emotional condition along the three dimensions or categories of 

attunement, engagement, and endorsement? This is something Haybron leaves unresolved beyond 

stating the interdependence of the three categories, which provide a rich and differentiated 

emotional condition. But how would you put these together and even know where you were located 

emotionally? Is your holistic emotional condition just an intuition you have, because of the 
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unmediated, privileged access we all have to our own phenomenological states? Or is it something 

more accessible and open to understanding. 

 

Essentially, how do the disparate parts fit together collectively. So, if attunement involves peace of 

mind versus anxiety, confidence versus insecurity, and uncompression versus compression; 

engagement involves exuberance or vitality versus listlessness, flow versus boredom or ennui; and 

endorsement involves joy versus sadness and cheerfulness versus irritability; how do we put these 

together?  

 

One approach is that our emotional condition is immediately accessible but hard to examine. It is 

analogous to asking someone if they are hungry. They just know in an un-analysable way they are 

hungry. Similarly, you just know your emotional condition is either broadly positive or negative. 

We have immediate and privileged access to our phenomenological states, and they are infallible to 

us.  

 

Being difficult to interrogate, they are often impervious to reason.  This can be confirmed by our 

own mainly unsuccessful attempts to try and use rationality to talk ourselves out of an enduringly 

bad mood. Often, no amount of positive mental attitude or folksy self-help literature can will our 

emotional condition to improve. Our emotional conditions often seem impervious to willing 

ourselves to feel happy when we are unhappy.  
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Another response altogether is that these categories allow our emotional conditions to become more 

scrutable. So, I may be able to locate my emotional condition along the various axis’s. For example, 

I may be attuned to my life, having a preponderance of peace of mind versus anxiety, confidence 

versus insecurity, and uncompression versus compression; be somewhere in the middle in terms of 

engagement with my life, being neither excessively exuberance or listlessness, and neither 

experiencing excessive flow or bored; but not fully endorsing my life at this time, being more sad 

than joyous and more irritable than cheerful.  

 

In this way I have a useful tool for locating my holistic emotional conditions and their disparate 

parts. Knowing the categories I am lacking in, I may be able to usefully address them and 

consequently increase my happiness. In the example immediately above, I understand I have 

positive attunement and could actively engage in targeted ways of improving both my engagement 

and endorsement. This would then increase my happiness.  

 

A related problem, if you grant that you can reliably understand the discrete categories of emotional 

response, is what threshold or balance do you need to count as happy? Do I need 50% attunement 

and above 70% in both engagement and endorsement. Can I have 99% attunement - the foundation 

of happiness, 50% in engagement and very little endorsement – say 20%. It seems almost 

impossible to know in any empirical way.  

 

Despite the possibility these nuanced categories of emotional dimensions offer, in the end they are 

not readily accessible. Our emotional responses are complex. While our general emotional 
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condition is readily accessible, the granulated categories or dimensions of affective states often 

seem inscrutable, or at least not transparent.  

 

This is because they may be incommensurable. How do I add, subtract, or even compute my level 

of anxiety, insecurity, flow, cheerfulness, or the like along the various axis? The categories 

themselves are plausible, but how these sit together is not sufficiently explained.  

 

Perhaps they just coalesce un-rigorously, in a way that is hard to interrogate. It seems you could 

definitively say at times; my emotional condition is positive, and I am happy; but not be able to map 

out exactly on the categories why. Importantly, the three categories are provisional for Haybron, 

and you could accept the emotional state theory of happiness as being a more holistic and 

comprehensive notion of affective happiness: without endorsing the three categories of affective 

state – endorsement, engagement, and attunement.  

 

For me, it is not fatal that they may not always be empirically accessible. Not being able to provide 

a definitive explanation for how the various axis’s sit together does not undermine their explanatory 

force or that this approach is a significant improvement on crude hedonism. Next, we will look at 

the second criticism of emotional state theory from Mulnix and Mulnix (2015, p. 111), 

distinguishing between positive and negative affects. 

 

Distinguishing between positive and negative affects 

Another central problem for the emotional state theory of happiness, according to Mulnix and 

Mulnix (2015, p. 111), is that Haybron does not explicitly set out what affects are positive or 
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negative. A likely candidate in “sorting positive from negative affect... [is to] suggest that a central 

affect is positive, and therefore happiness-constituting, if it feels good to experience it” (Mulnix & 

Mulnix, 2015, p. 111). In other words, the criterion of either feeling good or bad is the determinant 

of happiness. This, they suggest, makes it no more useful in determining happiness than hedonistic 

accounts of happiness, albeit being more nuanced.   

 

The crux of the argument is that Haybron, by not defining or providing a mechanism to determine 

which affects are positive or negative – other than they feel good or bad, is that this is just a more 

developed type of descriptive hedonism. Therefore, it is open to the criticisms above (in 2.2.4 – 

irrelevant pleasures and psychological superficiality). Alternatively, if it utilises the conventional 

evaluative approach of the functional role these affects play, it is not a descriptive theory of 

happiness29.  

 

Despite the emotional state theory of happiness improving on the theory of hedonism about 

happiness, some critics suggest affective mental state theories, ones that focus on our feelings, 

experience or what it is like, are deficient in important ways in describing happiness in the long-

term psychological sense. For me, therefore the emotional state theory is a significant and vastly 

improved descriptive account of affective happiness. However, because happiness more broadly 

conceived can involve states of the world, and other dimensions, it is inadequate on its own to 

 

29 I am grateful for Dr Mulnix, the original reviewer, for setting out the way I had originally misinterpreted this criticism 

from Mulnix & Mulnix.  
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explain happiness30. Next, we will discuss the broad criticisms of affective mental state theories of 

happiness.  

 

2.4 Criticisms of Affective Mental State Accounts of Happiness 
We have introduced the main affective theories of mental state happiness, hedonism, and the 

emotional state theory. Further, we have introduced specific criticisms of the accounts. However, 

beyond these specific criticisms of accounts, is the broader criticisms of affective mental state 

accounts more generally. This section will discuss these, making the case that even if criticisms of 

these specific accounts can be overcome, nevertheless there are significant challenges to affective 

mental state accounts that make the case that descriptive, mental state accounts of happiness may 

not be sufficient for happiness31. 

 

There are six main problems, summarised by Haybron (2016, pp. 355-7), with mental state accounts 

like SWB including Deception, Impoverishment, Deprivation, Degradation, Inauthenticity, and 

finally The shape of a life and we will briefly go through each.  

 

The first problem involves Deception, the discrepancy between your experience of life and how 

your life really is. This is taken to undermine how authoritative your experiences, in isolation from 

actual states of the world, are for mental state accounts of happiness (Haybron D. M., 2016, p. 355). 

Nozick’s (1975, pp. 42-5) experience machine is the paradigmatic example, asking us to imagine a 

 

30 This is not to criticise the account. Haybron is focused on and successful in providing a more sophisticated account 

of descriptive happiness, that is his project, rather than an account which may involve evaluative dimensions.  

31 At this stage I am leaving aside whether they are a necessary part of happiness. I think they are, as the idea of 

happiness not including our actual experiences seems implausible as a comprehensive account of an individual’s 

happiness.  



 

119 

 

technologically advanced machine, you could opt to plug into, that would provide any experiences 

you desired. Once plugged into the machine you would be unable to differentiate the experiences 

you were having, from experiences in the real world.  

 

Nozick raises the question, would you plug into the machine? If all that matters are our experiences 

of pleasure and pain or a broader positive emotional state, then surely most people would plug in; 

“What else can matter to us, other than how our lives feel from the inside?” (Nozick, 1975, p. 43). 

However, there is typically a strong preference for not plugging into the experience machine as we 

generally want our experiences to match the real world. For example, I do not want to just 

experience finishing my paper in a dream or through miraculous technology, I want it to really be 

the case that I finish my paper.  

 

If we can be deceived by experience machines, or more prosaic cases of spouses having undetected 

affairs (such as in 1.1), then deception is a challenge to SWB accounts of happiness. For surely 

there can be states of the world, objective facts, beyond our introspective experiences that should 

form part of the assessment of our happiness. 

 

Impoverishment focuses on how textured our lives are and pulls at the intuition that no matter how 

authentic an individual’s positive experience are, some lives are diminished because they lack 

gravitas or richness. Plato’s, as described in Haybron (2016, pp. 355-6), Gorgias is illustrative, 

describing the happy life of an individual who spends their existence scratching an itch. This seems 

eminently relatable when we consider either parts of our own life or the lives of wastrels we may 

have known.  
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Deprivation focuses on how the lack of certain common, characteristically human goods can 

undermine the degree of an individual’s happiness (Haybron D. M., 2016, p. 356).  By way of 

example, consider if Superman, who can fly on earth, was suddenly unable to do so. Despite being 

unable to fly, he claims to be experiencing happiness.  The outcome is that, despite these 

deprivations, and Superman’s claim to be experiencing happiness in the mental state sense, 

nevertheless, we may want to say there is something less than optimal about the loss of a capability 

to fly that was inherently part of Superman’s capacities while on earth. Essentially, under 

conditions of deprivation, despite someone’s authentically held positive experience of life, it seems 

possible that these lives are less happy in some sense.   

 

This matters for happiness as it shows in another way that mental states cannot be all there is to 

happiness. SWB focuses solely on mental states and claims we are sovereign about our assessment 

of our affective or cognitive experiences. But there may be states of the world, involving 

deprivation that means we are possibly not entitled to claim happiness, or have less happiness, 

despite our happy experiences.  

 

Degradation focuses on the issue that individuals can live pleasant lives that are unenviable or 

unseemly (Haybron D. M., 2016, p. 356). Consider someone who likes “wallowing in mud like a 

pig” (Fletcher, 2016, pp. Loc 530-535), covering themselves in excrement while in public or 

bathing in a bathtub full of cockroaches. Centrally, in a quote uncharitably attributed to Jeremy 

Bentham, if your experience of mental states is central to how you view happiness then “quantity of 

pleasure being equal, push-pin [a child’s game] is as good as poetry” (Crisp R. , 2007, p. 23). If 

your experience is sovereign, then there seems no way to differentiate the ways or activities you 

undertake that provide these positive mental states. Essentially, there may be ways of experiencing 

happiness that however authentically pleasurable, should count against happiness.  



 

121 

 

 

This is a problem for SWB accounts of happiness that solely focus on our mental states. There may 

be states of the world that enable us to differentiate between ways of being happy. It seems likely 

that there are activities or means of experiencing happiness that we might want to say objectively 

undermine happiness.  

 

Inauthentic lives focus on the disparity between positively experiencing life and not being true to 

yourself. The paradigmatic example being a homosexual man leading a conventionally heterosexual 

life (Haybron D. M., 2016, p. 356). Alternatively, consider the person who genuinely wanted to be 

an artist, but pursued a career in banking. In both these examples it is plausible their affective 

experiences are overwhelmingly positive.   

 

However, in these examples, despite the individual’s authentic experience of positive mental states, 

they are not reflecting who they really are at their core, and this undermines their claims to 

happiness. This is a problem for SWB accounts of happiness that solely focus on our mental states. 

There may be states of the world, like pursuing your aspiration to become an artist rather than a 

banker, that effect your happiness beyond your affective experiences. Again, this shows that how 

you experience the world in terms of mental states may not be all that is required for happiness.  

 

Finally, The shape of a life, a criticism of the organisational aspect of your experiences, is also seen 

as an objection to mental states accounts of happiness. This criticism focuses on the problem of 

viewing your positive experience of happiness, for SWB the affective and cognitive elements, in 

isolation from its shape and trajectory. This is integral to your happiness despite your positive 

experience of mental states. There is an organisational or narrative aspect to happiness such that 

even when lives have an equal amount of net pleasures, our preference is for a life with an upward 
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trajectory rather than a downward trajectory (Haybron D. M., 2016, pp. 356-7). This undermines 

that positive mental states in isolation are sufficient for happiness.  

 

While these are centrally criticisms of affective accounts of SWB happiness, they are also partially 

applicable to cognitive Life Satisfaction SWB accounts. This is because the cognitive judgement 

involved in Life Satisfaction effectively defers to our experience of mental states when making 

assessments. For example, taking the problem of Deception, if you are massively deceived by your 

family and colleagues who secretly despise you, thinking that you are loved and respected, your 

cognitive assessment of Life Satisfaction will largely be positive, despite states of the world 

showing otherwise. Importantly for SWB accounts which see happiness as involving our first-

person experience of mental states, mental states on their own are too narrow. This is vital to 

understand as I will later claim that the EM discounts their affective and cognitive experience of 

mental states and is consequently happier than mental state accounts of happiness like SWB 

capture.   

 

These general criticisms of mental state accounts of happiness (like SWB) are vulnerable to counter 

claims of one, paternalism, that an individual should be authoritative about assessing their own 

affective or cognitive experiences of happiness. And two, awareness, the idea that how can 

something we are unaware of, or do not value, reduce our happiness. If I claim I am affectively or 

cognitively experiencing happiness, and I do not know my spouse is having an affair, then this 

cannot affect my assessment of happiness. Alternatively, if my spouse is having an affair I do not 

care about, then who is to claim I am unhappy despite my authentic claims to positive affective or 

cognitive experiences. Again, the focus in this section is on the conventional criticism of mental 

state accounts of happiness, so we will not engage further with these responses. The central take 



 

123 

 

away is that SWB’s focus on mental states is a narrower conceptual view of what happiness is, 

focused on mental states.  

 

2.5 Conclusion 
This chapter has set out the prominent affective theories of mental state happiness. This is important 

for several reasons. Firstly, philosophy has a rich tradition in understanding the breadth and 

problems involved with focusing on our affective experience of feelings, moods, and emotions as a 

guide to happiness. Secondly, SWB claims our mental state experiences, both affective and 

cognitive, constitute our happiness. Consequently, this chapter focuses on one aspect of SWB, 

affective experiences, to later understand SWB, the target of this thesis. Later chapters can draw on 

the limitations and weaknesses of this theory to explain how SWB misrepresents the happiness of 

the Economic Materialist. The next chapter (3) will examine the other experiential aspect of SWB, 

cognitive experiences, specifically by focusing on the theory SWB uses to operationalise cognitive 

happiness, life satisfaction.  
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Chapter 3: Cognitive mental state theories of happiness 

“Life is not a gymnastics routine. If you try to boil your life down to a single number, 

the result is bound to be pretty arbitrary. (Even gymnastic scores tend to involve a fair 

dose of whimsy.)” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 36). 

 

The first chapter focused on providing a conceptual mapping of happiness. This was followed in the 

previous chapter (2) by introducing prominent affective mental state theories of happiness in 

philosophy, hedonism, and emotional state theory. This chapter will continue this work by focusing 

on the prominent cognitive theory, Life Satisfaction. Together, an understanding of the main 

affective and cognitive mental state theories of happiness as examined through philosophy, will be 

vital to understanding and interrogating subjective well-being (SWB), a prominent psychological 

theory of happiness (chapter 4).    

 

Therefore, this chapter will focus on the cognitive theory of Life Satisfaction. The next chapter 

introduces SWB and its criticisms (chapter 4). The subsequent chapter will introduce the Economic 

Materialist (EM), reviewing the claims of SWB regarding the EM’s happiness (chapter 5). 

Following this, the final chapter will show that on different types of happiness the EM is immune 

from the criticisms levelled at SWB and may be more plausibly happier than a non-Economic 

Materialist (chapter 6).  

 

This chapter is structured as follows. Section 3.1 introduces the main cognitive theory of mental 

state happiness, Life Satisfaction. This includes the main objection to the theory. Finally, section 
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3.2 Conclusion puts the discussion of cognitive mental state theories of happiness, into the context 

of the thesis.   

 

3.1 Life Satisfaction 

For some people, being satisfied with our lives seems both utterly central to life and obviously 

synonymous with happiness. The life satisfaction theory of happiness identifies “happiness with 

having a favorable attitude towards one’s life as a whole…[this] typically involves some sort of 

global judgement: an endorsement or affirmation of one’s life as a whole” (Haybron D. M., 2011). 

This section will discuss Life Satisfaction views of happiness. It will firstly describe them, before 

offering both their advantages, and several criticisms, which I argue ultimately makes them 

inadequate on their own to describe happiness in the broader sense.  

 

3.1.1 A plausible account of a Life Satisfaction theory 

So ubiquitous, and unchallenged, is this sense of happiness that many surveys typically reflect this 

viewpoint by framing questions of happiness along the lines of “All things considered, how 

satisfied are you with your life as a whole” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 82), typically where 1 is 

dissatisfied and 10 satisfied. Implicit is the view that satisfaction is synonymous with happiness. 

Central to this approach is the modern liberal notion of people being sovereign about their own 

happiness. This is an evaluation of how well our lives are going by our own criteria, about which 

we are infallible, having unmediated access to our own phenomenology. 

 

But what is involved in this judgement. We will now flesh out what a plausible Life Satisfaction 

theory would look like. This will involve looking at both how we affirm our life (a) and types of 

Life Satisfaction views (b). 
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(a) Affirming your satisfaction 

An important question for this theory of happiness is what is involved in affirming your life? Life 

Satisfaction views suggest this favourable attitude towards your life would generally include “a 

positive evaluation of the conditions of your life, a judgement that, at least on balance, it measures 

up favorably against your standards or expectations…[and] it is widely thought to involve 

affirming, endorsing, appreciating, or being pleased with one’s life” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 82).  

 

This affirmation can be a cognitive assessment of your life using rational consideration to form the 

view that you are satisfied with your life on balance – the judgement view. Or alternatively, one 

where you have a more visceral, emotional response to your life which may not necessarily involve 

a judgement, but involves a person feeling good about their life in totality – the emotional view 

(Feldman, 2010, p. 138; Haybron D. M., Happiness, 2011). So, you can affirm your life either 

rationally or emotionally, and it is likely this may involve both to some degree. The next critical 

question is how we affirm our lives as satisfactory, and we will now discuss the numerous types of 

Life Satisfaction models. 

 

(b) Types of Life Satisfaction models 

Models of Life Satisfaction views are varied and nuanced. This makes it difficult to give a single 

coherent account which is indicative or even to coherently compare results from different models. 

An exhaustive description and comparison of the various models is beyond the requirements of this 

paper, as it is predominantly focused on criticisms of the EM and remediating their path to 

happiness. However, we will briefly discuss some of the central distinctions of Life Satisfaction 

models to give a flavour of their diversity and to allow a broader understanding. While we have 
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already discussed the distinction between the judgement view and emotional view, other distinctions 

in Life Satisfaction models include: 

 

Judgements about “life as a whole”, “important aspects of the life” or “some aspect of the life” 

One important distinction in Life Satisfaction theories involves the range of what you are assessing 

as satisfactory. This can dramatically affect the assessment and potentially lead to some radically 

different assessments. Some theories assess your life as a whole, while others dilute this to only 

include the important aspects of your life, with others providing a still weaker assessment of some 

aspects of your life. Which approach you apply has radical implications for the judgement you 

make.  

 

For example, you could reasonably assess some aspects of your life as satisfactory without 

affirming important aspects or your life or your life as a whole is satisfactory. You could reasonably 

affirm that important aspects of your life are satisfactory without affirming some aspects of your 

life or your life as a whole is satisfactory. And finally, you could affirm that your life as a whole is 

satisfactory without affirming some aspects or important aspects of your life (Feldman, 2010, p. 

78). This is problematic in several ways.  

 

Firstly, we tend to want any assessments of our happiness to be both robust and enduring. This 

focus on different aspect of the life can lead to quite different assessments of the same life; 

undermining any attempt to coherently understand how satisfied an actual person is. If I am 

satisfied with the important aspects of my life but not my life on the whole; which is more 

authoritive or informative?  
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One response is to refute that these conflicts could occur. For example, where a person was satisfied 

with their life as a whole, but not the important aspects. However, it does seem likely that these 

different approaches offer a tension which undermines an unequivocal assessment of a person’s life 

satisfaction.  

 

Further, it makes it difficult to compare different people’s satisfaction when different approaches to 

Life Satisfaction surveys are used. If you undertake a Life Satisfaction survey which suggests you 

are satisfied with the important aspects of your life, and I am satisfied with my life on the whole, 

can we make any useful comparison? Worse still, if satisfaction is used to make public policy, 

making decisions on surveys using different approaches could have the unintended consequence of 

creating public institutions or structural environments undermining our happiness.   

  

Actualist versus hypotheticalist views 

Another important distinction between approaches to Life Satisfaction surveys involves actualist 

versus hypotheticalist views. The actualist view requires the person to actually make a life 

assessment. Alternatively, the hypotheticalist view stipulates that if the person had thought about it, 

they would have made an assessment. This leads to the curious thought that if someone is happy on 

the Life Satisfaction theory, the actualist would not accept the hypotheticalist assessment because 

the person did not actually make any assessment. This is rejected by the hypotheticalist, who would 

claim that thought they did not make an actual assessment, if they had, it would have been 

authoritive about their happiness (Feldman, 2010, p. 78).  
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This raises an important and related, but separate point from the hypotheticalist view, which is that 

many people do not regularly, or for some rarely or never, assess how satisfied they are with their 

lives. Does the fact of the instantiation of making an assessment make it a more authoritive 

conclusion? It seems plausible that I could be very satisfied with my life, but not pause to make the 

actual judgement. Many people operate as if they are satisfied with their lives, and outwardly seem 

so; but have not reflected in any deep and abiding way on the issue, perhaps because they are busy 

or preoccupied.  

 

On the other hand, potentially there may be a dissonance between how I might assess my life if I 

considered it, and the hypothetical assessment. Many people can relate to periods of our life when 

we have been engrossed in unproductive or destructive activities, habits, or personal entanglements. 

From the outside it may have looked like you were satisfied with your life, and you may have 

hypothetically affirmed it, while not having made an actual assessment. However, on actual 

reflection, you might find you are deeply unsatisfied with your life. This hypothetical assessment 

was a mirage. This is further exacerbated because assessments can change over time.   

 

Hypotheticalist assessments are problematic in providing any definitive assessment of a person’s 

satisfaction. More plausibly, there are proxy hypothetical assessments which give clues to our Life 

Satisfaction involving other people’s judgements. It seems empirically plausible that a close relative 

or friend, having intimate knowledge of us over time, could assess our satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction, by our demeanour and behaviours, without asking us directly for an assessment.   
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Temporal period – all of it, present portion or up to this point 

A further distinction between approaches to Life Satisfaction surveys involves the temporal range 

or period you are assessing. Some approaches suggest you must assess your whole life, past, present 

and future – the all of it view. Others that the relevantly important period is the present moment, 

and speculatively, enough of these individual moments cumulatively counts as Life Satisfaction – 

the present portion view. Yet another that to be happy at a time, is to be satisfied with everything 

that has happened to you up until that point – the up to this point view (Feldman, 2010, p. 79).  

 

Again, these views all have their problems, as well as the general problem of coherence in 

assessments between them. The all of it view is problematic as we do not have either reliable 

memories or omniscience. How are we to assess the parts of our life in the future? We have no way 

of knowing, beyond a certain death. Even our past is not immutable. For many of us, parts of our 

past which we thought unbearable at the time, in retrospect, seem very satisfying in middle age - 

remediated as events that gave us patina or introduced rich experiences and insights. And vice 

versa, events that we previously enjoyed may become less nostalgic with wisdom and time.  

 

The present portion view has problems of aggregation. It seems perfectly reasonable to make an 

assessment, in the actual moment, of my satisfaction. However, how are these put together to give a 

coherent picture of my satisfaction over time, for a life. Which discrete moments of assessment do I 

count? Do I take the average or just particular moments of heightened [un]satisfaction? Plausibly, I 

could make contradictory assessments depending on how I compute my Life Satisfaction on the 

whole.  
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The up to this point view seems more plausible. It tracks our lived lives and seems appropriate to 

assess our past up to the present. However, again, it may be misleading. If you had a dreadfully 

unpleasant and unsatisfactory childhood for 18 years but have blossomed into adulthood and are 

extremely happy with your present life, would a judgement over your life up until this point reflect 

your current personal happiness. This is not likely. Consequently, it would not reflect your current 

life satisfaction, which seems important. 

 

To add to this, these different approaches all suffer the general problem of coherence in assessments 

between surveys that use different approaches. What could you usefully glean from two people: 

one, a young person anticipating a long and fruitful life, using the all of it view – who will die in his 

20s; and another person using the present portion view, who arbitrarily adds their assessment of 

current moments by calculating based on annual assessments? I would venture almost nothing.  

 

Objectivism and subjectivism about your life 

Yet other distinction between approaches to Life Satisfaction surveys involves how mistaken or 

otherwise you are with your own estimate of the life you are leading. Objectivism views have the 

requirement you be satisfied with the life you are actually living; you should not be mistaken about 

the facts of your life. Subjectivism views merely requires satisfaction with the life that you 

personally think you are living, which may not be objectively accurate (Feldman, 2010, p. 79).  

 

Obviously, we can be mistaken or deceived about our lives. You may think your life is going well 

when it is not. We do not have omniscience. Importantly, in some sense it is vital your life goes 

well by your own lights. To be beholden to another person, society generally or an omniscient 
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being’s idea of how your life goes, diminishes your personal sovereignty. On the other hand, to be 

deceived about how your life is going, thinking you are satisfied when you are not, seems a fatal 

error in judgements of happiness.  

 

Maximally epistemically demanding and epistemically lax 

A related and final distinction between approaches to Life Satisfaction surveys involves the level of 

epistemic knowledge you have about your life. Do you have a deep, complete understanding of the 

events involved in your life – the maximally epistemically demanding view. Alternatively, do you 

have a more diffuse, superficial, and intuitive awareness of the events involved in your life – the 

epistemically lax view (Feldman, 2010, p. 80). Undoubtedly, both approaches can profoundly affect 

the decision of your satisfaction.   

   

In summary, in relation to how Life Satisfaction approaches are formulated, these various types of 

Life Satisfaction models give a sense of the rich and diverse nuances involved in formulating a 

single, coherent theory of Life Satisfaction. It is laudable to want to base a judgement of happiness 

on some empirical evidence. What could seem more authoritative than our personal insights into 

our satisfaction. If I think I am satisfied with my life and score it 8 out of 10, this clearly gives me 

both an idea of how I believe I am tracking, as well as giving others some general sense of my 

satisfaction.  

 

 However, problematically, there is currently not a universal consensus of which combination of 

aspects across these dimensions would give an optimally coherent approach to Life Satisfaction 

theories. For me, a problem with this tyranny of choice is that any meaningful assessment of either 
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an individual’s score or intra-survey results, is hugely provisional. Different approached may even 

be impervious to meaningful comparison. Despite this, they do not tell us nothing at all. Life 

Satisfaction views may provide some understanding of how satisfied we are with our lives, and if 

synonymous with happiness, how happy we are. This leads to the question of what the benefits of 

Life Satisfaction views are, which we will now discuss.  

 

 3.1.2 Advantages of Life Satisfaction views 

Advocates of Life Satisfaction views suggest it is a more reliable measure of happiness than affect 

accounts that focus on pleasure, a succession of pleasant experiences, or our overall emotional 

condition. This is essentially because our happiness does not always track either our experiences - 

whether pleasures or pains, or our emotional state – our central affective states and mood 

propensity. Haybron (2010, p. 83) makes this cognitive-affective dissonance explicit in two 

examples.  

 

(a) The dysthymic philosopher 

 The first involves a dysthymic philosopher, who despite being depressed and generally deficient in 

pleasure, is very satisfied with their life because of the worthwhile intellectual projects they value 

and are engaged with. This case seems entirely plausible. Many of us know people who just do not 

seem to take much pleasure out of life, showing little outwardly displays of emotions or moods 

demonstrating positive affect. However, even taciturn, or morose people can affirm they are 

extremely satisfied with their life and consequently happy. This seems a feature of the theory, that it 

democratises happiness. If you are not swinging around a lamppost like Gene Kelly while canaries 

sing, you can nevertheless be happy on this account.  

 



 

134 

 

(b) The thwarted small town resident 

The second example moves in the opposite way. It involves an occupant of a small town; their life 

is reasonably pleasurable, but they feel thwarted in never having left for the big city with its 

attendant excitements. Consequently, they consider themselves dissatisfied with their life. Again, 

this seems utterly prosaic. We all recognise people who lead lives full of pleasures or enjoy a 

positive emotional condition but are dissatisfied with their lives as a whole.  

 

Intuitively, these both seem possible cases, and unpack the difference between the affect in our lives 

on one hand, and the cognitive assessment we each make of how our lives match up to our priorities 

on the other. Whether this is adequate in identifying or explaining what happiness is, will be 

explored below. Advocates of life satisfaction views suggest it has two main benefits over affect 

approaches, like the hedonism and emotional state theory of happiness (Haybron D. M., 2011). We 

will discuss these now. They include: 

 

(c) Holistic nature 

The first proposed advantage of the Life Satisfaction view, and its distinguishing feature, is its 

holistic nature. We typically view our lives in totality as more than the sum of its discrete 

pleasurable parts; “What matters to us, arguably, is not just having a plurality of good moments, but 

having a good life” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 83).  

 

On the one hand, this is correct. Our emotional lives can sometimes be volatile and unreliable 

indicators of our happiness. Looking at our life in total seems to reflect a more accurate judgement, 

rather than discrete slices of affect. On the other hand, is it even possible to view our lives in 

totality? We may want to, but any attempt to do this seems highly artificial and contrived, because 
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of the plethora of ways to do so (3.1.1 (b)). Any assessment of our lives, in total, can seem either 

radically arbitrary or a fiction.  

 

Despite this, for me the holistic approach does point to another important benefit. While the total 

amount of happiness in our lives is important, we are also concerned with the distribution of the 

happiness; that our happiness over a lifetime has a shape and trajectory. We might be far more 

satisfied with a life that had a smaller total amount of happiness in it, but which built increasingly to 

a crescendo; rather than one in which we had more total happiness overall, but which was only 

overwhelmingly good until the last 2 years, which were then devastatingly unpleasant.  

 

Importantly, what this shows is our concern, and preference, for a temporal asymmetry involving 

happiness. The past is gone and while it can be remediated mentally – events that were unhappy 

may be redeemed or re-shaped as valuable lessons in retrospect; is some ways it is less 

consequential and of concern to us than our present or future [un]happiness. This is borne out by 

thought experiments involving past and future events; which suggest we would much rather have a 

larger, more painful operation in the past; than a small operation tomorrow (Hurka, 2011, p. 59). 

The past is past, and the pain of the larger operation has gone, but the smaller imminent operation, 

its admittedly smaller amount of pain and discomfort aside, will affect our happiness in the short-

term future.  

 

In contrast, if we were offered the choice of either a larger or smaller operation tomorrow, we 

would always take the smaller operation, one less likely to involve pain. We clearly prefer more 

positive than negative affect in the present or future.  
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Similarly, life satisfaction views, by not solely focusing on affect or sustained positive experience, 

consider our happiness involves an organisational and design aspect. We generally would prefer our 

happiness to grow over time, that it could be promoted or shaped by having priorities that align with 

activities or projects that consistently produce happiness, rather than being composed of arbitrary 

and random positive affect. 

 

(d) Priorities over affect 

For Life Satisfaction view advocates, its second advantage over affect theories is its alignment with 

our priorities (Haybron D. M., 2011). Essentially, while affect is important; also integral to our 

happiness is how our lives are going in relation to our priorities. This feature can account for the 

possibility of suffering an enormous amount of pain and sacrifice over a long period to achieve 

something you feel worthwhile for your life as a whole, e.g., the dysthymic philosopher, tortured 

artist, or pregnant mother.  

 

But is satisfaction with our life impervious to any amount of negative affect? For me, affect seems 

intimately involved in our everyday assessments of psychological happiness in ways the Life 

Satisfaction view does not fully account for. For example, it just seems strange to call someone 

happy who is satisfied with their life, but nevertheless reports consistent negative affect, being 

miserable, moody, sad and the like.  Next, we will examine criticisms of the Life Satisfaction view.   
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3.1.3 Disadvantages of Life Satisfaction views  

Is the life satisfaction view plausible? There have been several trenchant criticisms of this viewpoint 

about happiness. We will now examine three main points (Haybron D. M., 2011). These include 

cognitive-affective divergence (a) – cases involving people whose satisfaction and affect are wildly 

divergence, attitude instability (b) - self-reports which appear to be both unstable and substantially 

context based, and Life Satisfaction attitudes do not reliably map our priorities (c) – Life 

satisfaction reports do not track our priorities as suggested; undermining the claim that satisfaction 

is equivalent to happiness.  

 

(a) Cognitive-Affective divergence 

The first group of criticisms surrounds counterintuitive notions of calling someone happy whose 

affective states are overwhelmingly unpleasant, despite self-reports of high life satisfaction. Critics 

say this undermines the link between satisfaction and happiness; satisfaction is just that, 

satisfaction, not happiness in the psychological sense. Advocates respond that actual divergence 

cases rarely occur, as typically affect and satisfaction run parallel or align, indicating that 

satisfaction tracks happiness. A way of making this accessible is to consider a hypothetical case.  

 

The arthritic art-collector 

Consider the case of the arthritic art collector. This person has constant and almost unendurable 

arthritic pain. There is no possibility of any cure and pain killers only mute, but not eradicate their 

persistent pain. However, this person enjoys a defining passion in life, collecting art works, and 

while they do not enjoy an enormous amount of affective pleasure from the activity; because of this 

absorbing and central project, they subsequently rate their life as very satisfying. Despite this 

person’s genuine self-evaluation and protestations, it just seems strange to attribute happiness to 



 

138 

 

them. Leaving positive affect out of an overall assessment of someone’s happiness seems an 

inadequate or diminished attribution. 

 

One response is to deny these are possible cases. Perhaps what should be said here is that the person 

is satisfied about their art collecting, but unsatisfied by their arthritic pain. There seems an almost 

infinite number of disparate factors we could be [un]satisfied with in life. Why not allow a more 

nuanced or disaggregated assessment of your life in more discrete parcels or domains? It seems 

plausible that we could individually assess our satisfaction in smaller, manageable chunks or 

domains – my work life if a 5 and my relationship with my wife is a 10 etc; without being able to 

give a definitive assessment of my life as a whole – perhaps because assessment between discrete 

domains is impossible because of the complexity involved, because they are incommensurable, or 

the general empirical problems of assessing a life as a whole (3.1.1. (b)).  

 

For example, what would my Life Satisfaction score be if I tried to formulate the thousands and 

thousands of scores for individual elements of my life. Essentially, “Life is not a gymnastics 

routine. If you try to boil your life down to a single number, the result is bound to be pretty 

arbitrary. (Even gymnastic scores tend to involve a fair dose of whimsy.)” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 

36). Consequently, we should stop trying to make a definitive global assessment of our lives, 

perhaps making a more contingent global assessment, while understanding that assessing the 

individuated parts is both manageable and useful.  

 

Despite this, it does seem that satisfaction and positive affect generally track (Haybron D. M., 2010, 

pp. 89-90). When you are experiencing a prolonged period of positive affect, you typically 
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characterise your life as satisfactory. In the other direction, if you generally characterize your life as 

highly satisfactory, you will generally expect this to be accompanied by positive affect.  

 

Further, when they are opposed, why assume this undermines the theory. It seems that when they 

are divergent, it can point to the correct outcome. For example, consider the doctoral student 

nearing submission. They may not experience a high degree of positive affect in the final push to 

complete their paper. However, contemplating their near completion can be extremely satisfying, 

which will have attendant positive affect, i.e., joy.  

 

This example, like the dysthymic philosopher (3.1.2. (a)) and the thwarted small town resident 

(3.1.2. (b)) before them, can explain the cognitive-affective divergence. For me, they point to the 

insight that Life Satisfaction theories may need refinement to accommodate affect, or that hybrid 

theories may more adequately map happiness. One tendril of a response, which will not be fully 

explored here, but could form part of a hybrid account, would be to form a Life Satisfaction view 

which puts affect at the forefront of the affirmation of your satisfaction. This would reduce, or 

remove, the cognitive-affective divergence issue as your Life Satisfaction assessment would be 

prominently grounded in positive and negative affect.   

 

The next two general objections challenge whether we “often enough have well-grounded attitudes 

of life satisfaction or dissatisfaction” (Haybron D. M., Happiness, 2011). These criticisms suggest 

that our attitudes are unstable (3.1.3. (b)) and do not reliably track our priorities (3.1.3. (c)). I agree 

that this is an issue for Life Satisfaction accounts, but not completely fatal. Essentially, affect is not 

the only aspect of mental state happiness.  
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(b) Attitude Instability 

The second main criticism of this account of happiness, is that self-reports of life satisfaction appear 

to be unstable and substantially context based. Life satisfaction attributions should reflect “that 

these attitudes tend to be reasonably well-grounded in what they take to be the important facts about 

their lives; and …that they are fairly stable, varying mainly with changes in how individuals’ lives 

are going, and not flighty or fickle” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 86). In other words, our reflections on 

our satisfaction should be sober, considered and relatively enduring.    

 

This does not appear to be the case. There is substantial research that contextual elements can 

significantly affect life satisfaction self-reports, which severally undermines how enduring and 

reflective they are. Emblematic is an example where the weather on the day of the self-reports 

affected participants scores on a scale of 10, by 2 points, sunny weather influenced the score 

upwards and inclement weather consistently reduced scores. In a more amusing example, one 

survey of undergraduates initially claimed that their dating frequency did not affect their life 

satisfaction reports: in stark contrast to anecdotal evidence of a disproportionate preoccupation on 

campuses worldwide. However, if the student cohort was primed by asked about their dating 

patterns immediately before the life satisfaction survey commenced, the correlation increased 

dramatically32 (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 87).  

 

 

32 Importantly this research is contested (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 89), but indicative. 
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The influence of context does not seem a surprising outcome. If you follow the Wallabies and they 

have just won the world cup, and you are quizzed about your life satisfaction, the report might be 

off the scale. However, in more contemplative or sombre moments, it may be entirely different. Life 

satisfaction reports can seem to lack a deep and enduringly representative element which would 

validate their global accuracy.  

 

One reason why contextual factors may affect Life Satisfaction reports, is that we do not normally 

have a well-developed and considered sense of our satisfaction most of the time. Rather, Life 

Satisfaction reports “reflect judgements made at the time of questioning” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 

89). Because we often do not readily have an actual assessment to anchor our Life Satisfaction 

judgement, this makes them susceptible to contingent and arbitrary influences like your current 

mood and external factors, rather than being a stable assessment. In essence, this undermines their 

authority about our happiness.  

  

(c) Life Satisfaction attitudes do not reliably map our priorities 

Thirdly, life satisfaction attitudes are radically arbitrary in relation to our priorities; in contrast to 

the claim that their central benefit is they more accurately track our priorities than affect based 

accounts of happiness. A “wide range of life satisfaction attitudes might be consistent with 

individuals’ perceptions of how well their lives are going relative to what they care about, raising 

doubts about the importance of life satisfaction…You might reasonably be satisfied when getting 

very little of what you want, or dissatisfied when getting most of what you want” (Haybron D. M., 

2011).  
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This is because our values are often incommensurable. How do we coherently look at our values 

and make a definitive assessment of how our lives are going in relation to our priorities. Further, 

“life satisfaction attitudes are not merely assessments of subjective success or personal welfare: 

they involve assessments of whether one’s life is good enough-satisfactory. Yet people’s values 

may radically underdetermine where they should set the bar for a “good enough” life, again 

rendering the judgement somewhat arbitrary” (Haybron D. M., Happiness, 2011).  

 

Consequently, we may use convenient proxies, like ethical norms and our own fluctuating 

perspectives, which undermines the reliability of satisfaction reports. For example, if we value 

gratitude, we may overestimate our level of satisfaction. Perversely, “a cancer patient might be 

more satisfied with his life than he was before the diagnosis, for he now looks at his life from a 

different perspective and emphasizes different virtues like fortitude and gratitude as opposed to 

(say) humility and non-complacency” (Haybron D. M., 2011).  Essentially, out self-reports may be 

hugely influenced by our environment or contextual influences, rather than a reliable assessment of 

our happiness.   

 

3.2 Conclusion   
The Life Satisfaction view suggests happiness involves affirming your satisfaction with your life. 

Advocates claim several advantages. Firstly, its holistic nature. Positive affect, either a succession 

of discrete pleasurable experiences or a positive emotional condition, may be an unreliable 

indication of our happiness in general. Rather, our judgement of our happiness should involve the 

totality of our life, including its organisation and trajectory, and Life Satisfaction more accurately 

reflects this. 
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Secondly, how our lives are tracking in relation to our priorities often seems more integral to 

happiness than positive affect. You can be both experiencing an enormous amount of pleasure and 

be either unhappy or happy, or experiencing some level of pain and be happy or unhappy. The Life 

Satisfaction view affirms our personal sovereignty towards our own happiness, allowing us to be 

happy in ways not limited by our biological propensity for emotion and moods, circumstances, 

pleasure, or emotional condition.  

 

For example, if my emotional set-point is typically dour and my life circumstances are grave; 

perhaps because I live in a war-torn country; nevertheless, if I am involved in projects and interests 

that resonate with me, I can be satisfied with my life. And if satisfaction is both synonymous and 

sufficient for happiness, in the end giddiness and joy may be nice to have, but not necessary for 

happiness.  

 

Despite these perceived advantages, critics of Life Satisfaction views suggest it has several fatal 

flaws. These include, firstly, Cognitive-Affective divergence – incongruent examples of people 

claiming high Life Satisfaction when concurrently experiencing overwhelming negative affect or 

emotional condition. It just seems strange to attribute happiness in these cases.  

 

Secondly, Attitude Instability – which suggests that Life Satisfaction attitudes are unstable and 

susceptible to context. If we have a vague understanding of how satisfied we are, as realistically 

many people do, which is typically formed on the spot, we can be unduly influenced by contextual 

factors like the weather or the attractiveness of the person interrogating our Life Satisfaction scores. 
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This instability undermines the authority of Life Satisfaction reports as being reflective of our 

happiness. 

 

Finally, Life Satisfaction attitudes do not reliably map our priorities. A wide range of attitudes 

could map our priorities, mediated by norms, ethical considerations, and perspectives. This further 

undermines their authority about our happiness. For example, I may be a 9 out of 10 satisfied; not 

because my life is going well for me, but because I believe stoicism under adversity is an important 

virtue and this consoles me, and I am asked after visiting a palliative ward in a hospital. 

Consequently, it may not be an accurate reflection of my actual happiness.  

 

Essentially for me, Life Satisfaction, like Hedonism and Emotional State accounts, adequately 

account for descriptive, mental state happiness. However, they do not seem to adequately account 

for the broader, evaluative aspects of happiness. Having set out both the prominent, affective and 

cognitive mental state accounts of descriptive happiness, we are now equipped to move to 

understanding and unpacking subjective well-being, a significant psychological theory of happiness 

which claims that the EM has stunted happiness.   
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Chapter 4 Subjective Well-being 

 “Smiley faces are fun as reward stickers in children’s books, but they are no help in 

serious thought about happy lives. It is a pity that we need philosophers to point this 

out” (Annas, 2004, p. 51). 

The previous chapters focused on understanding the key affective (chapter 2) and cognitive (chapter 

3) theories of descriptive, mental state happiness, which are integral to understanding the theory of 

subjective well-being. This chapter will introduce subjective well-being (SWB), a prominent 

psychological theory of happiness concerned “with how and why people experience their lives in 

positive ways, including both cognitive judgments and affective reactions” (Diener, 1984, p. 542).  

 

Understanding SWB is important because the SWB research claims Economic Materialist’s (EM), 

who place “possessions and their acquisition at the centre of their lives” (Dawson & Richins, 1992, 

p. 304) are less happy, the Standard View. I take issue with this view, mainly by arguing that the 

criticisms of the EM’s happiness are really targeted specifically at SWB and thus misplaced. 

Therefore, this chapter will set out this psychological theory and its criticisms.  

 

This chapter is structured as follows. Section 4.1 introduces and defines SWB. Next, section 4.2 

will describe how SWB is measured. Following this, section 4.3 will set out the main criticisms of 

SWB as I see them. Finally, section 4.4 Conclusion puts the discussion of subjective well-being into 

the context of the thesis.   
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4.1 Introducing and defining Subjective Well-being 

Subjective well-being (SWB) essentially “refers to the extent to which a person believes or feels 

that his or her life is going well” (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2018, p. 1). It involves both the positive 

and negative feelings experienced by an individual, the affective aspect; as well as the individuals 

evaluation of the extent they reconcile, what they aspire to, and realise, in various life domains 

(health, relationships, work etc) and their life globally, the cognitive aspect (Pavot & Diener, 2013, 

pp. 134-5). Together, these affective and cognitive aspects define a person’s happiness under SWB. 

 

SWB emerged in the 1960s as a response to two main forces. First, the view that the understanding 

of happiness had stagnated over the two millennia since the time of Ancient Greece (Wilson, cited 

in Diener (1984, p. 542)). And second, as a response to the predominant focus of social scientists on 

economic indicators of human happiness33, like “GDP, rates of employment, etc.” (Burroughs & 

Rindfleisch, 2002, p. 349); which were seen as oblique, inadequate measures of happiness34. As a 

theory of the nature of what happiness is, SWB has become one of the pre-eminent psychological 

theories of happiness and is utilised in many national and international surveys of happiness. It is 

also increasingly used as a tool to influence government policy and legislation (Haybron & 

Tiberius, 2015, pp. 712-3; Alexandrova, 2016, pp. 393-4).   

 

 

33 I use happiness here as the social science focus on personal well-being, typically, but not exclusively, means mental 

state accounts of happiness, which often leave unanswered whether they encompass evaluative concepts of well-

being – leading a life that is good for the individual.  

34 Interestingly, Diener & Seligman (2004, p. 1) argue that economic indicators like income are useful as indicators of 

relative well-being when countries are providing for basic needs but become superseded by social factors like 

relationships once countries become affluent.   
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SWB has some key features which we will discuss. The first of these focuses on the first-person 

subjective experience of the individual, rather than any objective components. Essentially, your 

experience and assessment of your own happiness or unhappiness is sovereign. SWB does not 

require any necessary objective goods like virtue, health, wealth, or the like (Diener, 1984, p. 543). 

The centrality of the subjective experience means we can locate SWB within the conceptual 

mapping of happiness as being about your mental states rather than states of the world (section 

1.1.1).  

 

To briefly flesh this first feature out, that SWB involves our first-person subjective experience 

rather than objective assessment, consider the case of Bob. Bob experiences a general surplus of 

positive over negative affective feelings, moods, and emotions over a sustained period of time. 

Further, he is cognitively satisfied with his life generally. His assessment of his life is that it is both 

overwhelmingly pleasurable and satisfying. This counts as being happy on a SWB account.  

 

The second key feature is that SWB involves a net surplus of positive over negative experiences. It 

is not enough in isolation to have the absence of sadness, to not experience negative feelings, 

moods, and emotions. Additionally, you also must experience enough positive feelings, moods, and 

emotions (Diener, 1984, pp. 542-4).  

 

To flesh this feature of SWB out, consider the case of Jane. Jane generally experiences few negative 

affective feelings, moods, and emotions over a sustained period of time. However, Jane also does 

not generally experience many positive affective feelings, moods, and emotions. On some hedonism 

accounts like Stoicism, which involved cultivating indifference to negative emotions, and 
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Buddhism, which involves developing emotional imperturbability, this may count as being happy. 

However, for SWB this is not enough for happiness. To be happy Jane would also need to be 

concurrently experiencing enough positive affective feelings, moods, and emotions, such that there 

was a sufficient net surplus of positive affective or evaluative mental states.   

 

The third key feature of SWB includes evaluations of both discrete, individual life domains (Diener, 

Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999, p. 277) like work, relationships, finances etc; as well as “a global 

assessment of all aspects of a person's life” (Diener, 1984, p. 544). Essentially it involves our 

individual life domains and how these domains together provide a collective affective or cognitive 

assessment of your life in totality. So, while I may report strong positive emotions or satisfaction 

within individual domains like my relationships, this in isolation is not a comprehensive assessment 

of my life. However, if on balance I am satisfied with all or most of the discrete domains of my life 

(work, marriage, friends, and family, autonomy, and achievement), and how they collectively sit 

together, I can potentially make a positive global assessment of satisfaction on the SWB account.  

 

To flesh out this further feature of SWB, namely the positive global cognitive assessment of our 

lives, consider the case of Jenny. Jenny has a burgeoning and enjoyable career in finance, good 

health, financial stability, an active social life involving a strong group of family and friends. She 

assesses many of the individual domains of her life as very good. However, her marriage has 

broken down and she is devastated as this relationship was for her the defining and central 

relationship of her life. While she positively assesses many of her discreet life domains, on the 

whole she is unsatisfied with her life. This is because of how she ranks the individual domains of 

her life hierarchically and her global assessment of how these domains sit together. She privileges 
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the life domain of her romantic relationships above all her other life domains by far. Consequently, 

she is unhappy on a SWB account.   

 

4.2 How is Subjective Well-being measured 

To recap the previous section, the concept of SWB is subjective, includes a net surplus of positive 

over negative affective states and not solely the absence of negative affect, and includes both a 

cognitive assessment of the individual's discrete life domains and their life holistically (Diener, 

1984, p. 544; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999, p. 277). To drill down into the actual experience 

of SWB, we will look at these affective and cognitive elements and how they fit together to 

determine your happiness. We can usefully unpack the concept and experience of SWB happiness 

by looking at how psychologists operationalise SWB, exploring the scales used to measure 

individual’s happiness and what they intend to capture.   

 

The first method of measuring happiness on the SWB account measures the affective aspect. It 

involves measuring: 

1. Positive Affect, “Positive, pleasant, and desirable emotional feelings and moods” (Diener, 

Lucas, & Oishi, 2018, p. 3);  

2. Negative Affect, “Negative, unpleasant, and undesirable emotional feelings and moods” 

(Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2018, p. 3);  

3. and then subtracting the negative affective scores from the positive affective scores to give 

the Affect Balance, “The preponderance of positive affect over negative affect” (Diener, 

Lucas, & Oishi, 2018, p. 3).  

This is taken to measure our overall emotional experience.  
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An indicative survey used to assess Affect Balance is the Scale of Positive and Negative Experience 

(SPANE). This involves asking the respondent to consider what they have been doing over the 

previous 4 weeks and rate their affective experience across that period. The period of 4 weeks is 

considered important to measure happiness effectively and authentically. It balances competing 

concerns with having a short enough period to ensure the individual accurately recalls their feelings, 

with the necessity of having a long enough period to ensure it is not just capturing a short-term 

mood which is not indicative of the individual’s typical affective states (Diener , et al., 2010, pp. 

145-6). 

 

A typical survey that employs the scale asks the respondent to report how frequently they have 

experienced 12 particular feelings over this 4-week period. The frequency of each discrete feeling is 

measured on a Likert scale (between 1-very rarely or never and 5-very often or always). Reporting 

the frequency of time an individual experienced each discrete item of feeling over the 4-week 

period is preferred over scales that assess individual’s self-reports of the intensity of their feelings. 

This is because individual self-reports of intensity of feelings are harder to compare between 

individuals than the frequency of experience (Diener , et al., 2010, p. 145)35.  

 

 

35 This for me seems a flaw in the self-reports. It may be that someone experiences extremely intense, but infrequent 

negative feelings, as well as low level but frequent positive feelings over the 4-week reporting period. On the SWB 

measure you would be considered as having high SWB because of the surplus positive over negative affect based on 

the frequency of the various positive and negative affect. However, you could very plausibly be very unhappy in terms 

of your emotional experience over that period because of the sheer intensity of the negative feelings, despite them 

being relatively infrequent. The philosophical debates of quantitative and qualitative affects could also influence these 

measures.   
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The 12 feelings selected in the scale include 6 positive feelings and 6 negative feelings. In both the 

positive and negative feelings rated, these include 3 general feelings like pleasant and unpleasant, 

and three specific feelings like afraid and contented. Including general feelings in the scale like 

positive and negative allows you to capture an individual’s broad emotional condition, which could 

be missed by just including a list of very specific feelings which are weighted equally. This is 

because someone could feel broadly affectively happy but not be experiencing a particular arbitrary 

type of specific feeling included in a list. Not including broad feelings would mischaracterise the 

respondent’s emotional experience. In the other direction, the specific feelings specified like being 

afraid, angry, or contented allow the scale to capture both high and low arousal feelings. This is 

important because it captures the range of specific emotions a person may be experiencing (Diener , 

et al., 2010, pp. 145-6).    

 

To calculate your result, the individual scores each of the 12 items of feelings (positive, angry etc) 

for frequency on a Likert scale (between 1-very rarely or never and 5-very often or always) by: 

1. Adding the Likert scores (between 1-5) for the 6 positive emotions giving a SPANE-P score 

(between 6 and 30); 

2. Adding the Likert scores (between 1-5) for the 6 negative emotions giving a SPANE-N 

score (between 6 and 30); and  

3. Finally, the negative SPANE-N score is subtracted from the positive SPANE-P score to give 

your overall SPANE-B score between -24 to 24 (Diener , et al., 2010, p. 146).  

This SPANE-B score is taken to indicate your emotional experience generally and captures the 

affective element of SWB.    
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One important insight into the affective element of SWB is that positive affect and negative affect 

can be experienced in isolation independently rather than always being interconnected. So, you may 

experience mainly positive feelings, moods, and emotions and very few or infrequent negative 

feelings, moods, and emotions. In the other direction you may experience mainly negative feelings, 

moods, and emotions and few or infrequent positive feelings, moods, and emotions. Or you may 

experience both concurrently in a range of intensities (Diener, Oishi, & Tay, 2018, p. 253; Pavot & 

Diener, 2013, p. 135). This means there is a rich variety of affective experiences people can have, 

complicating SWB assessments of affective happiness.  

 

Now we will focus on how you measure the cognitive aspect of SWB. This involves measuring both 

our individual cognitive evaluations of the individual domains in your life (Domain Satisfaction), 

and your life collectively (Life Satisfaction). Domain Satisfaction looks at evaluating the different 

domains of our lives including areas such as relationships, your employment, and your health 

among others (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2018, p. 3). Life Satisfaction involves the individual’s 

evaluation of their life holistically or globally by their own standards (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 

2018, p. 3). Together, these evaluations are said to determine your cognitive SWB.    

 

Taking the assessment of Domain Satisfaction first, the Quality of Life Inventory (QOLI)36 survey 

often is used to capture these discrete life domain areas. It involves the individual rating individual 

life domains, which indicates the individual’s evaluations both of the disparate domains of their life, 

and their life in total.  

 

36 This survey is copyright and consequently I have not discussed its specific methodology or measurement.  
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An important insight into the cognitive element of SWB is that individual domain satisfactions can 

provide a rich and nuanced picture of how an individual or groups cognitively experience their 

lives, complimenting global life satisfaction assessments. This is because we are sovereign about 

which domain or domains we value. Perhaps not surprisingly, individuals who are happy according 

to SWB preference the domains they were most positive about, whilst unhappy individuals’ 

preference the domains they were least positive about (Pavot & Diener, 2013, p. 135).   

 

Understanding how satisfied you are with the discrete domains involved in your life seems 

important in assessing your happiness. If you have any agency in improving your life it is useful to 

know that you are satisfied, say with your career, hobbies, and finances, but unsatisfied with your 

marriage, studies, or the like. This also has implications for how individuals then assess their global 

life satisfaction and for empirical research into happiness.   

 

For making a global evaluation of an individual’s life, Life Satisfaction, the Satisfaction With Life 

Scale (SWLS) is typically used. It does not focus on specific life domains, rather it asks general 

questions which allow the individual to assess how the individual aspect or domains of their life fit 

together collectively (Diener, 2019). Importantly, it is a cognitive judgement, rather than a measure 

of the affective experience of life. Further, this judgement involves the individual assessing their 

circumstances with a standard they individually set (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985, p. 

71). The SWLS assessment gives important information about how the individual sees their life 

globally, which is taken to be their Life Satisfaction.   
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The SWLS asks respondents to: 

1. Rate their level of agreement, using a Likert scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly 

Agree), on a multi-item scale with 5 statements:  

a. In most ways my life is close to my ideal 

b. The conditions of my life are excellent 

c. I am satisfied with life 

d. So far I have gotten the important things I want in life, and 

e. If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.  

2. Finally, the scores out of 7 for each statement (x 5) are summed to give your overall score 

between 5, indicating low satisfaction, to 35, indicating high satisfaction (Diener, 2019; 

Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985, p. 72).  

This is taken to indicate your global life satisfaction.  

 

Together, these tests (SPANE, QOLI, SWLS or similar) measuring both affective and cognitive 

aspects collectively operationalise SWB.  Unhelpfully, to understanding how the disparate parts fit 

into the collective whole, Diener (2018, p. 253) does not provide unambiguous advice on how the 

affective (positive and negative affect), and cognitive (discrete domain satisfactions and life 

satisfaction globally) elements interact. Rather he elusively suggests each element also needs to be 

studied independently as they are both correlated and independent.  

 

Despite the uncertainty about how the disparate parts fits together collectively, it seems plausible 

that looking at the affective and cognitive elements independently can give you important insights 

into a person’s SWB (Pavot & Diener, 2013, p. 135). So, a person could conceivably experience life 
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in a largely positive affective sense, they have a surplus of positive over negative feelings, moods, 

and emotions; yet be unsatisfied by their cognitive assessments of either certain life domains, or 

their life globally. This would be important to know.  

 

In the other direction, a person could be largely satisfied by their cognitive assessments of certain 

life domains, or their life globally; yet be experiencing life in a largely negative affective sense, 

they have a surplus of negative over positive feelings, moods, and emotions. This seems common 

and again important to know.  

 

The affective and cognitive aspects of SWB are also importantly related. This too seems plausible 

in that if you have an overwhelmingly positive emotional experience of life, this is very likely to 

impact on your cognitive assessments of life domains or global life satisfaction. In the other 

direction, if you are largely cognitively satisfied with your life this will also impact on your 

emotional experiences (Pavot & Diener, 2013, p. 135). So, both the cognitive and affective aspects 

of SWB do seem usefully to capture our subjective experiences of happiness. This section has 

focused on how the field of psychology operationalises SWB, as it provided important insights into 

how SWB relates to happiness. The next section will set out the key criticisms of SWB.     

 

4.3 Criticisms of Subjective Well-being 

The problems associated with the SWB account are well known. While I am not endorsing these 

criticisms, nevertheless I will set these out in summary as people often draw conclusions about 

happiness from theories like SWB they may not be entitled to take. Later, I will argue (chapter 6) 

that the criticisms of Economic Materialism are really targeted at SWB. Consequently, Economic 
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Materialism can be reconstructed to avoid these criticisms, offering other more plausible ways of 

seeing EM as a path to happiness.  

 

There are two main groups of problems with SWB that I will focus on. These include (4.3.1) the 

empirical problems of SWB, a set of problems coalescing around the question of how and whether 

SWB happiness can be measured. And (4.3.2) the conceptual problems of SWB, a set of problems 

coalescing around the experience gap, the gap between our psychological experience of happiness 

and states of the world. This is not exhaustive of all the criticisms attributed to SWB, merely the 

most relevant to later arguments which seek to show that the EM is not susceptible to the claims of 

SWB that they have stunted happiness.   

 

 

4.3.1 The empirical problems of measuring SWB 

The central empirical question surrounding SWB as a theory of happiness is whether SWB can be 

measured. This involves questions such as: Is our subjective experience unanalyzable? Can we 

coherently measure a person’s affective and cognitive assessments? Are individual’s self-reports 

reliable? Are people answering the same survey questions?  

 

These problems are very clearly set out in Besser (The Philosophy of Happiness An 

Interdisciplinary Introduction, 2021, pp. 159-174) and this will be the basis for summarising these 

empirical problems for SWB.  These include the difficulty of measuring our internal mental states 

(Besser, 2021, pp. 162-3). While we each have unmediated, privileged, phenomenological access to 

our own mental experiences, we cannot access or assess other people’s introspective states of mind. 

This complicates both accurate measurement and comparisons. Therefore, SWB typically relies on 

our own self-reports to overcome this problem of accessing others mental states.  
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Because of this reliance on self-reports, the onus is on designing surveys and scales that are reliable. 

Pointedly, “(1) the scale must be shown to be reliable and valid, and (2) the subject must be capable 

of accurately reporting her subjective well-being. Both of these tasks are more difficult than they 

might first seem.” (Besser, 2021, p. 164).  

 

The survey must be both reliable – it provides consistent results between different people and over 

different periods, and valid – measures the targeted features (in the case of subjective well-being, 

the affective and cognitive elements which comprise the experiences of individuals) (Besser, 2021, 

p. 165). The reliability could be undermined if it were not consistently reporting results aligned with 

what you expected. As an example, you might expect a pay rise would generally be correlated with 

higher affective/cognitive experience. If retesting showed different results from a pay rise later, this 

might indicate the survey was unreliable. The validity would be undermined if the respondent to the 

survey did not interpret the survey as designed. For example, if a SWB survey just asked how 

happy a person is, this might invite a range of different responses, not all of which measured 

affective or cognitive aspects of SWB.  

 

Another crucial problem for surveys is ensuring their self-reports indicate what is being surveyed, 

in this case subjective well-being (Besser, 2021, p. 166). It is entirely possible an individual can 

unreliably report their SWB because they misinterpret an individual item on a scale or cannot 

reliably assess their experience in relation to that scale, even for more granular domains. For 

example, if someone asked me to self-report on my satisfaction with my work domain, I would 

have to recall a number of factors, what work was I doing (involving multiple employers), what 

aspects of the work I enjoyed on balance (there is many facets to the work I am doing), how I felt 

about my colleagues or customers (how do I parse my enjoyment of my colleagues against my 

challenging customers), for what period of time (just recent work, or the last few years), to name 
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but a few factors. Further, comparisons between individuals, social mores, and cultural forces, 

complicate this further. However, despite these difficulties, this is not reason to think that these 

surveys tell us nothing. It may very well give us a useful proximate insight into our mental state 

experiences (Besser, 2021, p. 168). While this is not an exhaustive account of the empirical 

problems associated with measuring SWB, it gives the broad outline of the main challenges to the 

reliability of this measure.  

 

4.3.2 The conceptual problems of SWB 

The main conceptual problems with SWB in relation to happiness involve a set of problems 

coalescing around the experience gap, the gap between our psychological experience of happiness 

and states of the world. This has been discussed at length (in section 1.1.1, 2.4 and 3.1.3) and 

consequently we will not relitigate them in depth. However, we will discuss an indicative example, 

to give a flavour to the type of issues SWB as a theory and measure of happiness would have, even 

if it definitively overcame the empirical problems associated with it.  

 

To return to cases of deceived lives (1.1.1), an individual could genuinely report high SWB, that 

their affective/cognitive experience was positive, and yet be radically deceived. If their spouse was 

being unfaithful, their colleagues secretly despised them  (Hurka, 2011, pp. 86-7), and the like, their 

SWB goes not reflect the real circumstances of the world. This gap between the reality and how the 

individual experiences the world for many, undermines their genuine self-reports of positive SWB. 

This is not to say that our psychological experiences are meaningless. Merely, that they are only 

one important aspect of our happiness.  

 

 4.4 Conclusion 
This chapter has set out the prominent psychological theory of Subjective Well-being. It has 

discussed how it is operationalised, as well as the empirical and conceptual problems it has. This is 
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important for several reasons. Subjective well-being claims the EM has stunted happiness. I 

disagree with this view and consequently it is vital to fairly set out what SWB is, what it claims to 

measure and its challenges. The next chapter (5) will introduce and define the Economic Materialist 

- who places “possessions and their acquisition at the centre of their lives” (Dawson & Richins, 

1992, p. 304), as well as report on the relationship between EM and SWB, which universally claims 

the EM has stunted SWB.   
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Chapter 5 the Economic Materialist  

“All I ask is the chance to prove that money can't make me happy.” (Milligan, 2020) 

 

“I see young men, my townsmen, whose misfortune it is to have inherited farms, houses, 

barns, cattle, and farming tools; for these are more easily acquired than got rid of. Better 

if they had been born in the open pasture and suckled by a wolf, that they might have seen 

with clearer eyes what field they were called to labour in. Who made them serfs of the 

soil?” (Thoreau, 1986, p. 47). 

 

The previous chapter focused on introducing the psychological theory of happiness, subjective well-

being (SWB). Having defined the concept, it then discussed how it is operationalised by 

psychologists, and discussing what I take to be its main shortcomings. Understanding SWB is vital 

because of its claims about the Economic Materialists’ (EM) happiness.   

 

This chapter will introduce the Economic Materialist, who places “possessions and their acquisition 

at the centre of their lives” (Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304). The SWB account of happiness 

claims the EM is sadder than people who do not prioritise possessions in their lives – otherwise 

known as the ‘Standard View’. Evaluating this claim requires both an understanding of what the 

Economic Materialist is, and what SWB surveys say about the EM’s happiness. This chapter offers 

both.   

 

Section 5.1 introduces and defines the Economic Materialist according to three prominent 

approaches in social science. Next, section 5.2 reports on the results of SWB surveys of the EM’s 

happiness, based on the three theories of EM. Finally, section 5.3 summarises the findings that 

support the Standard View.   
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5.1 What is an Economic Materialist? 
The idea of materialism and the Economic Materialist37 has common currency in the world. It 

typically describes a person who prioritises money, wealth, and material goods – possessions 

generally, in their lives. More specifically, it colloquially refers to those who have a “devotion to 

material needs and desires, to the neglect of spiritual matters; a way of life, opinion, or tendency 

based entirely upon material interests” (J A Simpson & E S C Weiner, 1989). Conventional wisdom 

suggests that the Economic Materialist is typically unhappy, often without seriously elaborating or 

explaining why.  

 

Moving beyond this initial description of the Economic Materialist, social science38 offers three 

influential approaches to understanding the Economic Materialist view (Ahuvia & Izberk-Bilgin, 

2013, p. 488). The first, based on the work of Russell Belk (1985), focuses on central personality 

traits – Possessiveness, Nongenerosity, and Envy. The second, based on the work of Dawson & 

Richins (1992), focuses on the central values of the Economic Materialist – namely, holding that 

possessions are a central goal, essential to happiness, and indicate success. The third and final, 

based on the work of Kasser (2002) also focuses on values and goals, particularly the Economic 

Materialist’s preference towards extrinsic over intrinsic goals. Each of these views suggests “higher 

levels of materialism have been shown to be correlated with lower levels of subjective well-being 

across a broad range of measures” (Ahuvia & Izberk-Bilgin, 2013, p. 488), which confirms the 

Standard View. 

 

 

37 Economic Materialist is synonymous with notions of the “materialist”, “materialistic” and “materialism” which have 

common currency. I have specifically used “Economic Materialist” as opposed to “Materialist” to distinguish between 

the philosophical doctrine of “Materialism” which claims everything that exists is purely matter. 

38 Dawson & Richins and Belk from the consumer research background and Kasser from the field of psychology.  
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These three approaches have been central to identifying and discriminating between Economic 

Materialists (EM’s) and non-Economic Materialists (non-EM’s) in the research literature and we 

will briefly examine each in turn. To be clear, these are established approaches and the central aim 

of this section is to clearly set out the respective positions so we can subsequently describe their 

unified claims of the EM’s SWB unhappiness. This is the Standard View. Critical engagement with 

each approach is secondary to establishing their approach and claims. Further, we will subsequently 

grant the accepted definitions of the EM in social science to explore their claims of the EM’s 

relative unhappiness.  

 

5.1.1. Economic Materialism as involving central personality traits 

The first of the three approaches above are Russell Belk’s (1985) work emphasising several 

defining personality traits of the Economic Materialist – Possessiveness, Nongenerosity, and Envy. 

Specifically, these involve: 

 

Possessiveness 

The personality trait of Possessiveness comprises “the inclination and tendency to retain control or 

ownership of one’s possessions” (Belk, 1983, p. 514). This trait is characterised as involving the 

Economic Materialist being disturbed by any loss of possessions; desiring stronger control of 

ownership (e.g. sole control contrasted with weaker or lesser types of ownership like lending 

objects, leasing or rental); a proclivity to keep possessions rather than discard them; and the desire 

to make intangible experiences concrete by way of proxy physical objects like pictures, keepsakes, 

mementos and the like - which is predicated on the idea that possessions can also be intangible and 

“include certain experiences (e.g., last year’s vacation -‘I’ve been there/done that’)” (Belk, 1985, p. 

267).   
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These central characteristics flesh out possessiveness. If you value possessions, you would prefer 

not to lose or discard them and would prefer to have stronger forms of ownership rather than share 

possessions. However, one problematic aspect of this definition involves the idea of experiences as 

intangible possessions. And further, the assertion that potential possessions can be made more 

tangible by artifacts related to the experience.  

 

There is certainly some social science research that supports the view that buying experiences rather 

than material purchases can enhance your happiness. In Happy Money: The New Science of Smarter 

Spending (Dunn & Norton, 2013, pp. Loc 66-126), the authors suggest that there are ways to use 

money which positively promote happiness. By buying experiences, rather than material purchases, 

you can enhance your satisfaction, and consequently your happiness. This is because experiential 

purchases foster social connection, make memorable stories, define who you most centrally are, 

and are typically unique, confounding comparisons (Dunn & Norton, 2013, p. location 365). While 

we will not explore this fully, it seems plausible and links with the idea that EMs generally believe 

possessions are a path to happiness.  

 

However, returning to Belk’s definition of Possessiveness, it is less coherent to claim that 

experiences can be intangible possessions. Firstly, if possessions can be experiences then one strong 

version of a criticism is that our mental states would make every single human being an Economic 

Materialist. This is unlikely. On a more charitable version, the idea that an EM tries to own 

possessions, making them more tangible by buying mementos related to the experience, requires 

further argument to show how the link is established. It seems more likely that we buy artifacts 

related to experiences to remind us of pleasant, happy, or meaningful experiences in our lives. If I 

buy a t-shirt from a great family holiday in Broome, whenever I subsequently wear it, I am 
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reminded of that great family holiday. The further step of wanting to own the experience seems 

speculative. Next, another central negative personality trait of Economic Materialists involves:  

 

Nongenerosity 

Nongenerosity is “an unwillingness to give possessions to or share possessions with others” (Belk, 

1984, p. 291). This is characterized as involving a strong reluctance to share possessions, including 

lending, or donating, as well as detrimental attitudes towards giving to others and charity. These 

characteristics are more plausibly compatible with the personality trait of nongenerosity.  

 

What is less convincing is the idea that the EM might be generally less likely to give to others or 

make altruistic contributions. If you simply define the EM by a negative character trait like 

Nongenerosity then it follows that they will not be generous. However, on other more plausible 

characterisations of what an EM is, they may be generous. A focus on possessions as a means to 

happiness would not preclude beneficence. In fact, if you are successful in acquiring material 

possessions this at least gives you the means to exercise charity or generosity. Finally, the third 

main negative personality trait found in Economic Materialists is: 

 

Envy 

Envy is described by Belk (1985), quoting Schoeck (1966), as “displeasure and ill will at the 

superiority of [another person] in happiness, success, reputation, or the possession of anything 

desirable” (Belk, 1985, p. 268). This is characterised as involving a strong desire for the possessions 

of others, “be they objects, experiences, or persons” (Belk, 1985, p. 268); specific resentment 

towards the individuals who owns the particular possessions the materialist desires; as well as a 

relational element which feels demeaned, in comparison, by another person owning this desired 

possession. This may be heightened if the materialist feels the owner is seen as “less worthy” (Belk, 

1985, p. 268).  
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This characterisation of the EM is interesting to unpack. One interesting element is the role of 

comparisons in relation to material goods and how this effects happiness. Diener and Biswas-

Diener (2008, p. 100), discussing the role of aspirations in happiness, focuses on the disparity 

between what you have materially, and what you want materially39. Our desires mediate what we 

want and consequently you can be relatively materially poor and happy, or materially wealthy and 

unhappy. In fact, there is research supporting the larger gap between what people want and have in 

the material domain, and consequently because the EM focuses more on possessions this particular 

gap accentuates their dissatisfaction with life (Solberg, Diener, & Robinson, 2004, p. 45), an aspect 

of SWB.  

 

(Diener & Biswas-Diener, Happiness Unlocking the Mysteries of Psychological Wealth, 2008, p. 100) 

 

If this approach to possessions and happiness makes sense, then envy will work to undermine an 

EM’s happiness. This is because a focus on what others have will likely both increase the factor of 

“what we want” and decrease our appreciation of “what we have” in the equation.   

 

A charitable view would work along these lines. If I am envious of others’ possessions (especially 

those in my social circles) because of advertising, or an individual desire for greater possessions, 

this will collectively drive or even distort my desire for more possessions – what we want. In the 

other direction, my envy of others and their material prosperity will likely also undermine my 

 

39 This is in turn based on the research of Solberg, Diener, Wirtz, Lucas & Oishi (2002).  
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appreciation of what possessions I do have. The car I previously enjoyed becomes inferior (in my 

eyes) and I desire to upgrade it.  

 

One continuing criticism however is that just defining the EM by a negative character trait like 

being more envious may miss the reality of many EMs. It may be that their desire for greater 

material possessions is predicated on the idea that this increased material wealth is a byproduct or 

sign of their aspirations, initiative, and industriousness, rather than envy at others possessions. But 

this may miss the nuances of the EMs relationship towards possessions and their role and place in 

their lives.  

 

In summary, Belk approaches defining, and then operationalizing, the EM by focusing on central 

personality traits. To be fair, Belk (1984, p. 292) does not suggest these three traits exhaustively 

define the EM, they are merely the central traits which most clearly differentiate the EM from the 

non-EM. The research from Belk confirms that people that have these personality traits are likely to 

prioritise the acquisitions and ownership of possessions.  

 

I have criticized this approach to defining the EM because it begs the question by assuming that the 

EM is an individual with negative personality traits. It seems entirely plausible that there are some 

alternative positive personality traits that could be associated with valuing possessions. For one, 

pursuing possessions could involve prudence, being sensible and saving for the future by building 

up possessions. Another would involve striving, being an achiever and using your initiative and 

enterprise to build assets. These alternative character traits also could be related to economic 

materialism. We will now explore another prominent approach to defining the EM.  
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5.1.2. Economic Materialism as involving central values 

Whilst the first approach to defining and understanding the EM emphasised several negative  

defining personality traits of the Economic Materialist (Belk, 1985); alternatively, Dawson & 

Richins (1992) suggests the Economic Materialist believes that possessions are a central goal, 

essential to happiness, and indicative of success. Specifically, the central values of the Economic 

Materialist coalesce around the following three values operationalised as the Material Values Scale 

(MVS) (Kasser T. , 2016, p. 491). These values are firstly, the belief that acquiring and owning 

possessions are a core life goal – that is, in Dawson & Richins’ words ‘Acquisition Centrality’. 

Secondly, the belief that possessions are central to our happiness – Acquisition as the Pursuit of 

Happiness. And thirdly, the belief that success can be judged by the possessions we own – 

Possession-defined Success (Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304). We will interrogate each in turn to 

understand them and establish where they are unclear.  

  

Acquisition Centrality 

The first component characterising the Economic Materialist, according to Dawson and Richins, is 

Acquisition Centrality. Here: 

“Materialists place possessions and their acquisition at the centre of their lives…[A] 

high level of material consumption functions as a goal and serves as a set of plans. 

Materialism thus lends meaning to life and provides an aim for daily endeavors” 

(Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304). 

In other words, possessions have a central role in an EM life. Obtaining possessions is an important 

source of meaning and the Economic Materialist structures their everyday lives to achieve this 

meaning. 

 

This initially seems a plausible claim. We all have been involved with people who both explicitly 

state that possessions are central to their life and purpose, and exhibit behaviours confirming this as 
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a genuine and central motivating value. Young people, perhaps less guarded or more honest about 

their aims, will occasionally say how important getting cars, money, houses, wealth, and the like are 

to their future lives, and focus their efforts on attaining them. Older people, you may suspect 

chastened at being thought vulgar, while not explicitly stating this, nevertheless display behaviours 

consistent with possessions being central to their lives. Some high-net-worth individuals, 

conservatives and some versions of Christianity even openly proclaim their acquisitiveness as a 

virtue, a sign of their hard work, initiative and enterprise, or that their material wealth is a sign God 

has affirmed their being saved in the afterlife (Weber M. , 2009, p. 58). 

 

However, upon further consideration, this may be a superficial insight. Many people can distinguish 

between possessions as an instrumental rather than an intrinsic good. Certainly, when you question 

most people who are striving hard in their employment or businesses to earn more, they may 

explicitly state they want to increase their savings for retirement, move suburbs, build a larger 

house, go on holidays and the like. But what is going unstated here is that people are often not 

really talking, for example, about moving to a bigger house in a more prestigious suburb for its own 

sake. They are implicitly saying they want to be in an area they perceive as having better schools, 

parks and communal resources for their children, a place of potentially less crime, shorter commute, 

or other supposed advantages. 

 

Does this mean possessions are the key source of meaning in their life? Not necessarily or even 

probably. So, while it may appear on the face of it that someone has materialism as a core life goal 

and structures their daily life to support this, this can be a superficial or erroneous observation. 

What they may be aiming at is something beyond that, like security, achievement, or autonomy. 

Importantly, perhaps it is less they want more money in the bank or possessions, and more they 

would like to ensure they can afford good dental care for their children or spouse. 
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It would be a type of fetishism to solely aim at wanting possessions in your life. There may be a 

minority of people who display a single-minded devotion to these goods and are unable to 

differentiate between the instrumental and intrinsic worth of possessions.  However, it does a 

disservice to understanding the place of material goods in our lives to lump the disaggregated mass 

of Economic Materialists into this. More plausible is the understanding that material goods can 

make our lives easier and promote some types of happiness.  

 

In fact, some social science researchers have anticipated this distinction between possessions as 

either a means or ends. One prominent approach by Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton (1978; 

1981, pp. 230-249; Dawson & Richins, 1992, pp. 304-5) suggest there are two types of materialism 

“based on the purposes of consumption” (Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304), Instrumental and 

Terminal Materialism. While I will eventually disagree with their position, suggesting the most 

useful distinction is instead between effective and ineffective types of instrumental materialism, we 

will examine these positions.  

 

Importantly, while some view Economic Materialism as inherently bad, others have advocated for 

more or less healthy forms. This reflects the understandable intuition that possessions can 

appreciably enhance our lives. Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton (1978; 1981, pp. 230-249) 

suggest there is two types of materialism “based on the purposes of consumption” (Dawson & 

Richins, 1992, p. 304).  

 

Instrumental Materialism is a useful form of materialism which: 
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“involves the cultivation of objects as essential means for discovering and furthering 

goals, so that the objects are instruments used to realize those goals. In this type of 

materialism there is a sense of directionality, in which a person’s goals themselves may 

be cultivated through transactions with the object. This does not imply that possessions 

are used solely as means, because they also produce immediate enjoyment, 

consummations of experiences that are in a sense their own ends. What is being 

emphasized is that even these ends operate within a context whose purpose is the fuller 

unfolding of human life” (Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p. 231).  

 

Instrumental Materialism, on this account, describes both possessions providing immediate 

enjoyment (happiness as a mental state), as well as acting as an intermediate good or means for 

fulfilling our final goals and ends. I take this to mean for example, cases like purchasing pre-

purchase leave from your employer. This allows you to trade income for time off to cultivate your 

relationship with your partner and children or study. This would be an example of using money to 

provide both immediate enjoyment of the company of one’s spouse and children or leisure itself – 

mental state happiness; as well as a means to further an end, your relationships, or the attainment of 

knowledge – well-being happiness. Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton’s theory of Instrumental 

Materialism is useful in explaining how the Economic Materialist can typically view possessions. 

Further, I would argue it is one vital aspect of the types of materialism we tend to see.  

 

This is contrasted with Terminal Materialism, a pernicious and counterproductive form of 

materialism where “consumption furthers no goal beyond possession itself” (Dawson & Richins, 

1992, p. 305)  and “we reduce our ultimate goals to the possession of things” (Csikszentmihalyi & 

Rochberg-Halton, 1978, p. 8). Importantly “there is no sense of reciprocal interaction in the relation 
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between the object and the goal. The end is valued as final, not as itself a means to further ends and 

hence not subject to cultivation” (Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p. 231). Terminal 

Materialism, on this account, is where possessions become an end in themselves.   

 

Prima facie this distinction between instrumental and terminal materialism, as possessions as a 

means or ends, is compelling. However, on consideration, Terminal Materialism, a pernicious form 

of acquisition where possessions are an end in themselves is implausible. As discussed earlier, this 

would be a type of fetishism and seeing possessions as ultimate ends or intrinsic goods is a straw 

man or simplistic caricature of the relationship between possessions and ends.  

 

The true distinction is not between instrumental and terminal materialism, because Terminal 

Materialism is not possible. Any possession you may acquire or own cannot be intrinsically 

valuable because possessions are inanimate, they are inert by themselves. Their value is derivative 

in that we can get aesthetic pleasure from them, think they enhance our status or the like. The more 

salient and important distinction is between how effectively and ineffectively you utilise possessions 

as an instrumental good. When used effectively possessions can be instrumentally beneficial to your 

ends; when used ineffectively they can undermine your ends.   

 

Essentially, material consumption can become an integral part of your plans as either, one, a means 

to augment other instrumental goods; or two, a means to realise the intrinsic goods or ends you 

value in your life. Most people understand that possessions can appreciably enhance certain types of 

happiness. In this revised sense, Acquisition Centrality is more plausible as having a central role in 

the EM life. This is because possessions can assist in furthering other goods, like meaning and 
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happiness. By structuring their life around the pursuit and possessions of things the EM can pursue 

intrinsic good in their lives. Next, we will explore the second central value according to Dawson & 

Richins (1992, p. 304), Acquisition as the Pursuit of Happiness. 

 

Acquisition as the Pursuit of Happiness  

The next central component to the Economic Materialist, in Dawson and Richins view, is the idea 

of Acquisition as the Pursuit of Happiness. By this the authors mean that the Economic Materialist 

views possessions: 

“as essential to their satisfaction and well-being in life…While most individuals are 

probably involved to some extent in the pursuit of happiness, it is the pursuit of 

happiness through acquisition rather than through other means (such as personal 

relationships, experiences, or achievements) that distinguishes materialism” (Dawson & 

Richins, 1992, p. 304). 

 

Critically, there is equivocation from Dawson & Richins about which dimensions or types (as I 

conceptually map them) of happiness are being pursued through possessions. While they explicitly 

mention happiness, it is not clear if this is meant in the descriptive (Happiness as a mental state or 

state of mind, a positive psychological experience) or evaluative (Happiness involving well-being – 

an evaluative concept which involves leading a life that is good for the individual) sense.  

 

Regardless of their intention, which is not clear, I take this to mean that through possessions we can 

achieve either, or both, psychological happiness and happiness involving well-being. There are 

several strands here which we will evaluate individually. The first strand is the pursuit of mental 

state happiness through possessions. The second strand is the pursuit of happiness involving well-

being through possessions. The third is the pursuit of different types of happiness extensively 

through possessions but not by other means.  



 

173 

 

 

I would argue that generally, though not always, the pursuit of mental state happiness through 

possessions is plausible. The pursuit of happiness involving well-being through possessions is also 

possible but complicated. Finally, the Economic Materialist does pursue these goods predominantly 

through possessions. However, the possessions themselves are either intermediate goods for other 

instrumental goods or a means to intrinsic goods like happiness. Further, the Economic Materialist 

does utilise many other intermediate goods in addition to material possessions. However, they 

predominantly utilise possessions instrumentally; and rather than being something which should be 

curtailed or should attract approbation, for the EM, possessions are one way to fruitfully pursue 

different types of happiness if done so effectively. Importantly, the issue is whether you use 

possessions instrumentally effectively or ineffectively.  

 

Firstly, to start with mental state happiness, the pursuit of mental state happiness through 

possessions seems entirely credible. The idea that through possessions we can achieve 

psychological happiness - the state of mind or mental state, is common to some degree with many 

people. Your new car does make you happy to an extent. If it is comfortable and drives well you 

can feel pleasure, affective happiness, and satisfaction, cognitive happiness, about the experience of 

driving it and owning it.  

 

There is often a direct, unmediated relationship between possessions and positive affect – the 

positive experience of a mental state, affective happiness. That is, the former often produces the 

latter in a manner that is largely predictable, reliable, and uncontroversial. Buy a cold, refreshing 

beer on a hot day and you will typically have a positive mental experience. Possessions can also 

appreciably assist in obtaining the things that provide satisfaction, cognitive happiness. Consider the 

desire to travel broadly to understand different cultures and gain educational experiences. This is 
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decidedly more difficult without material possessions. Enough possessions can reliably provide this 

type of happiness. Essentially, possessions can provide pleasure, satisfaction, and a broader positive 

emotional state. They are central to the dimension of psychological happiness – the mental state or 

state of mind.   

 

Secondly, you can plausibly pursue happiness as well-being – leading a life that is good for you, 

through possessions. Possessions can appreciably aid getting the intrinsic goods of well-being, 

things like relationships, autonomy, and the like. However, this is substantially more complicated. 

Gaining well-being happiness through possessions is not as immediate or reliable as pursuing 

mental state happiness through possessions. After all, for one example, it is hard work utilising 

possessions to develop deep and meaningful friendships, those relationships vital to evaluative well-

being can be messy, unreliable, and contingent on others. Whilst buying a six-pack of beer typically 

provides direct and unmediated descriptive happiness.  

 

Essentially, happiness involving well-being can be pursued through possessions. However, it is a 

more complex and conditional relationship than to mental state happiness. For example, having 

possessions means you can potentially go to dinner, have holidays, pursue mutual hobbies and other 

shared experiences with friends or loved ones. In this way possessions help you cultivate 

relationships and potentially other intrinsic goods for happiness involving well-being.  

 

Finally, the claim is that the Economic Materialist pursues mental state happiness and happiness 

involving well-being predominantly through possessions, rather than traditional means like 

cultivating relationships, experiences, and the like. The criticism seems to be that the important 

distinction here is between the reasonable certainty that some possessions will cause you happiness 

or well-being, and the focus on this connection, to the detriment of other means, perhaps more 



 

175 

 

conventionally seen as able to provide these types of happiness, like well-nourished relationships, 

knowledge, or achievement.  

 

I would respond that this is too simple a distinction, Economic Materialists do not solely focus on 

achieving mental state happiness and happiness involving well-being through possessions to the 

exclusion of everything else. This is a straw man argument and pursuing these types of happiness 

through possessions need not be exclusive. It is entirely possible for someone to garner satisfaction 

from material possessions (directly or instrumentally), as well as from other goods like 

relationships, achievement, autonomy, and the like. Further, a degree of material possession can 

help enhance relationships, achievement, autonomy, and the like.  

 

I would argue for a subtler distinction. The Economic Materialist does pursue mental state 

happiness and happiness involving well-being predominantly through possessions as an 

instrumental good. However, it is a mistake to think of a simple, direct chain from possessions as 

the instrumental good to the intrinsic good of happiness. For example, that possessions are 

instrumental to say relationships, an intrinsic good for well-being happiness. There is a complex, 

overlapping and multilayered nexus of instrumental goods which all contribute to the intrinsic good 

of well-being happiness. 

 

An example can make this clearer. Take, for example the intrinsic good of relationships, and a 

particular friendship. Having possessions contributes in a myriad of interwoven and often 

unrecognised ways in developing the intrinsic good of the friendship. So, you may have a nice car 

which has a good stereo, and you and your friend share your favourite album while driving to 

different social outings and events. The possession of a car with an outstanding stereo is 

instrumental to a further intermediate instrumental good, a shared interest in music.  
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We can easily imagine that this mutual interest in music extends to playing together in a garage 

band and going to music festivals. To buy musical instruments or music festival tickets you need 

sufficient material resources and possessions. These possessions are interwoven into the complex 

fabric of building a friendship with someone based around music over time, a shared passion. The 

possessions are integral instrumentally, but subservient to (and perhaps necessary for) other 

instrumental goods like shared experiences and a joint passion for music, which is the catalyst for 

your friendship. This friendship is a part of the intrinsic good for well-being happiness involving 

relationships.  

 

However, friendships can go wrong in a multitude of ways. So, despite the underlying instrumental 

way that possessions have contributed to this friendship, there is a less direct and effective, and 

more contingent effect of the instrumental use for possessions. And in the other direction there is 

sometimes an unrecognised effective instrumental effect of possessions on these aspects of well-

being happiness, like autonomy and the like.   

 

Essentially, possessions are one of the underlying instrumental goods to both other instrumental 

goods, and intrinsic goods involved in happiness. So arguably the Economic Materialist 

predominantly does use possessions as an instrumental good. However, this instrumental good is 

always subservient to other instrumental goods, or so interwoven into an intractable nexus of 

instrumental goods as to be indistinguishable from the more primary instrumental goods of 

experiences and the like.     

 

In summary, the Economic Materialist can pursue descriptive and evaluative happiness through 

possessions. These are often inextricably linked. For example, having money to go on holidays with 
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my family does make me happy and satisfied. A holiday is an experiential purchase that both 

satisfies me in an evaluative sense of happiness, I make a judgement that this makes my life go 

better; as well as in the descriptive sense of happiness providing immediate and unmediated 

feelings and emotions of joy and pleasure, positive affect or being immensely satisfying.   

 

More realistically, we understand that possessions significantly contribute to mental state happiness 

and happiness involving well-being because they promote other instrumental goods and intermingle 

with them, as well as ultimately supporting the intrinsic goods essential to some evaluative types of 

happiness. Essentially, the Economic Materialist sees possessions as essential to some types of 

happiness and prioritises their pursuit through possessions. Next, we will explore the third central 

value according to Dawson & Richins (1992, p. 304), Possession-defined Success. 

 

Possession-defined Success 

The final component of the Economic Materialist advocated by Dawson & Richins is Possession-

defined Success. Economic Materialists: 

“tend to judge their own and others’ success by the number and quality of possessions 

accumulated…[they] consider material well-being as evidence of success and proof of 

right-mindedness” (Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304). 

Further, they believe the value of possessions derives from the reflective status or image they 

portray of the purchaser, not from any actual satisfaction derived from the possessions themselves 

(Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304).  

 

There are two aspects of this claim. Firstly, that the Economic Materialist judges themselves and 

others by their possessions. This is a plausible claim. We have all met people who in unguarded 

moments comment on the poor or less affluent as being unsuccessful because of a lack of 
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prestigious possessions.  Alternatively, they may see their own lives as deficient or unsuccessful 

because of other people they know who are more materially affluent.  

 

A key idea in possession-defined success is that this involves a relative judgement. So, your 

evaluation of your material circumstances is compared to others and mediates your judgement of 

your success or worth. The level of material possessions or affluence you have is located in a wider 

context and is deeply relative to the society you live in and your judgements about how you and 

others sit in the pantheon of these goods. Importantly, you will make a personal judgement about 

what you have, but then measure your evaluation against others.  

 

Essentially, on this view our judgement of worth is not driven by an appreciation of having enough 

but is contingent on having more than others. It is worth considering why we seem so 

unappreciative of how materially abundant our lives in the developed world are relative to many 

people in the developing world. One answer lies in how envy operates. It seems a universal human 

trait to compare ourselves to those we perceive to be close to us in circumstances, rather than people 

we cannot relate to. 

 

As Hume (2007, p. 243) astutely noted, resemblance and proximity regulate our sense of envy and 

comparison. We often do not envy the super-rich because we cannot relate to them. Their lives are 

so tectonically different to our own that it is difficult to imagine. Further, we have no frame of 

reference as the super-rich are not normally in our social orbit. They are not in proximity to us, so 

we do not feel a keen envy. However, we can be incredibly envious of the remuneration or good 

fortune of relatives, close workmates, or friends.  
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Equally, we fail to appreciate our own material wealth compared to people in the developing world, 

because our lives do not resemble theirs at all and they are not proximate. So, the person living in a 

slum in Calcutta might as well be an alien for most of us. We can often understand their plight in an 

intellectual sense, but it is very difficult to relate, or empathise, directly with them.  

 

Essentially, we are predominantly anxious and envious of the possessions of those people in 

proximity. Kasser (2002, p. x) points out that one of the sinister aspects of Economic Materialism is 

that our judgement of worth is not driven by an appreciation of having enough but is predicated on 

having more than others. This is endorsed by studies which show that people would prefer a lower 

real income if it were higher than the average income; rather than a higher real income which was 

lower than the average income (Hamilton, 2005, p. 58). As an example, many of us would prefer an 

annual income of A$55,000 if the average income was A$50,000 in income, rather than an annual 

income of A$60,000 if the average income was A$65,000; even though this means having A$5,000 

less in real income. 

 

Consequently, we have failed to appreciate the large differences in wealth and material goods most 

western people have compared to people in the developing world, or even recent generations.  So, 

the evidence shows that the Economic Materialist does evaluate their success, and others, by 

comparing what they have. However, this judgement is largely local in nature.  

 

The second claim, that the Economic Materialist does not gain any satisfaction from the possessions 

themselves, rather from their cost and the reflected prestige this produces, is more dubious. It is 

perfectly plausible to derive both pleasure and satisfaction from some possessions – descriptive 

happiness - as well as enjoy that it is a costly item that also confers prestige. Consider purchasing a 

high-performance car. It provides prestige and makes a statement about your material worth, tastes, 
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and preferences. However, it also concurrently can provide enormous pleasure and satisfaction 

because of its speed, power, and handling.  

 

In summary, I agree with Dawson & Richins that the Economic Materialist evaluates their own and 

other people’s success or status by their material possessions, adding that this usually involves a 

local judgement mainly of cohorts that are in proximity and resemble their own. Further, I would 

also add that the Economic Materialist can simultaneously gain pleasure and satisfaction from 

possessions themselves as well as an amount of reflected prestige.  

 

To conclude this section, I agree with Dawson & Richins that the three central values of the 

Economic Materialist coalesce around Acquisition Centrality, Acquisition as the Pursuit of 

Happiness and Possession-defined Success. However, I argued that these areas needed additional 

refinement to reflect the realities of real Economic Materialists and avoid straw man fallacies more 

accurately.  

 

However, this may only capture a particular type of EM. More generally, the central criticism I 

have of this approach to defining the EM is that it begs the question by assuming that the EM is an 

individual with several negative central values. It seems entirely likely that there are some 

alternative positive values and goals that could be associated with valuing possessions. For one, 

pursuing possessions could involve prudence, being sensible and saving for the future by building 

up possessions. Another would involve striving, being an achiever and using your initiative and 

enterprise to build assets. These alternative values also could be related to Economic Materialism. 

Next, we will explore a third prominent approach to defining the EM, also involving values and 

goals. 
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5.1.3. Economic Materialism as involving a preference towards extrinsic over intrinsic goals 

Whilst the first approach to defining and understanding the EM emphasized several defining 

personality traits (Belk, 1985), and the second involves central values (Dawson & Richins, 1992), 

the third, based on the work of Kasser (2002; 2018) focuses on other aspects of the Economic 

Materialists values and goals, specifically their preference towards extrinsic over intrinsic goals. 

Essentially, “Materialism comprises a set of values and goals focused on wealth, possessions, image 

and status” (Kasser T. , 2016, p. 489). To understand this approach, we will briefly outline how 

Kasser (2018, pp. 860-62) views the idea of human values, and the EMs respective focus on 

extrinsic over intrinsic values.  

 

Human values - extrinsic and intrinsic 

There has been considerable social science research that has consistently shown that human values 

can both be understood and organised in a consistent way across cultures, and that the values 

individuals prioritise coalesce around accompanying compatible values, in opposition to 

incompatible values (Schwartz, 1992, pp. 37, 47, 59-60). This is borne out by research surrounding 

the values and goals of the EM which group together around extrinsic goals, in opposition to 

intrinsic goals.  

 

Extrinsic values “all share a focus of looking for a sense of worth outside of oneself and involve 

striving for external rewards and the praise of others” (Kasser T. , 2002, p. 9). Indicative is the 

Aspiration Index conceived by Kasser and Ryan (1993; 1996) which focuses on three extrinsic 

values and goals, namely “financial success (e.g., “I will be financially successful”), image (e.g., 

“My image will be one others find appealing”), and popularity (e.g., “I will be admired by many 

people”)” (Kasser T. , 2018, p. 860). These extrinsic values are associated with individuals focused 

on materialism.   
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In contrast, intrinsic values “are based in people’s real psychological needs, support their growth 

and development, and are inherently satisfying to pursue” (Kasser T. , 2002, p. 98). The three main 

intrinsic values and goals are “self-acceptance (e.g., “I will choose what I do, instead of being 

pushed along by life”), affiliation (e.g., “I will feel that there are people who really love me”), and 

community feeling (e.g., “I will help the world become a better place”)” (Kasser T. , 2018, p. 861). 

These intrinsic values are generally not associated with individuals focused on materialism. 

Importantly, on this approach to defining the EM, they are characterized by their focus on extrinsic 

over intrinsic values.  

 

Ahuvia and Izberk-Bilgin (2013, p. 489) have a useful analogy based on nutrition for explaining the 

interaction of these respective goals and how the EM misunderstands the amount of happiness 

extrinsic goals will provide:  

 

“Just as the body has certain nutritional needs to be healthy, the mind has certain 

“psychological nutrition” needs—called intrinsic needs or goals—which must be met to 

be mentally healthy and happy. Extrinsic goals such as gaining social prestige through 

conspicuous consumption are the equivalent of mental desserts—attractive but lacking 

in psychological nutrition. Therefore pursuing these mental desserts is of no lasting 

psychological value once the initial taste has faded. Hence in this needs-based view, 

simply desiring something is not a good indicator that attaining it would make one 

lastingly happy and psychologically healthy” (Ahuvia & Izberk-Bilgin, 2013, p. 489).  

 

While granting that the EM may be defined by the preference for extrinsic over intrinsic values and 

goals, one aspect I would contest is how sensitive this approach is to the EM’s appreciation, 

perhaps unconsciously, that possessions are instrumentally beneficial. For example, consider an EM 
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who has not ever considered in any rigorous or self-reflective way how their desire for 

acquisitiveness may be the catalyst for intrinsic values or goals. They do not consciously appreciate 

this; however, their successful acquisitiveness may help them develop self-acceptance, affiliation 

and community feeling. Having set out the prominent approaches to materialism, we will next 

explore what they say about the EM’s happiness. Essentially, they claim that the research supports 

the Standard View - the Economic Materialist’s reduced subjective well-being means they are 

generally unhappier. 

 

5.2 How happy are Economic Materialists? 

Having set out the leading views of what characterises an EM, this section starts to explore what 

these views, and social science research generally, report about the EM’s happiness. The 

overwhelming consensus of materialism researchers is that Economic Materialism is associated 

with relative unhappiness. While this section is not meant to be exhaustive, given the space 

constraints and focus on a philosophical response to the Thesis question – ‘Will adopting the beliefs 

and attitudes of the Economic Materialist make you happier?’, it will nevertheless set out the most 

prominent research on this question, from both individual and meta-analysis surveys, that 

characterise the consensus and are the basis for the general claim in social science. Further, it will 

investigate the specific claims Subjective Well-being (SWB), a prominent type of happiness theory 

in psychology and the target of this thesis, makes about the EM’s unhappiness – the Standard View.  

 

5.2.1 Economic Materialism (involving central personality traits) and happiness 

Belk (1985; 1984) focuses on the central personality traits of the Economic Materialist – 

Possessiveness, Nongenerosity, and Envy. Indicatively, this approach concludes that “materialistic 

people do not tend to be happy people” (Belk, 1984, p. 295), and that “evidence was obtained for a 

negative relationship between materialism and happiness in life” (Belk, 1985, p. 274).  
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In terms of operationalising happiness, participants were asked two questions related to subjective 

happiness, “How happy are you?...[as well as] How satisfied are you with your life?” (Kasser T. , 

2002, p. 18). Essentially, mental state happiness involving one affective question related to either 

hedonism or emotional state accounts, and one cognitive question related to life satisfaction 

accounts of happiness. These approaches focused on the subject’s self-reports of mental state 

happiness and generally found that people who had tendencies towards the personality traits of 

Possessiveness, Nongenerosity, and Envy experienced less mental state happiness.   

 

5.2.2 Economic Materialism (involving central values) and happiness 

Dawson & Richins (1992) focused on the central values of the Economic Materialist - 

Acquisition Centrality, Acquisition as the Pursuit of Happiness, and Possession-defined 

Success (Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304). Their findings supported that materialism “was 

negatively related to satisfaction in all the aspects of life measured” (Dawson & Richins, 

1992, p. 313). 

 

The studies focused again on mental state happiness, specifically on the cognitive question related 

to life satisfaction accounts of happiness. Participants were asked questions about “how satisfied 

they were generally with their lives as well as in specific areas, such as family, job, and so on” 

(Kasser T. , 2002, p. 18). This covered both individual life domains and life satisfaction generally. 

The results confirming the correlation between the central values and unhappiness for the EM.  
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5.2.3 Economic Materialism (involving a preference towards extrinsic over intrinsic goals) and 

happiness 

Kasser (2016, p. 489; 2018, p. 861) also focuses on values and goals, particularly the EM’s 

preference towards extrinsic goals like image, status and possessions, rather than intrinsic goals like 

self-acceptance, affiliation and community feeling. For Kasser “what stands out across the studies is 

a simple fact: people who strongly value the pursuit of wealth and possessions report lower 

psychological well-being than those who are less concerned with such aims” (Kasser T. , 2002, p. 

5). 

 

Their approach essentially involves two steps. Firstly, the development and use of the Aspiration 

Index - a collection of discrete materialistic values which the individual self-reports commitment or 

otherwise on (for example, “You will be financially successful…[or] You will successfully hide the 

signs of aging” (Kasser T. , 2002, p. 10); which allows the researcher to locate the individual in 

terms of their focus on material values. Secondly, they looked at the relationship between the 

individual’s values on the Aspiration Index against four measures of well-being – “self-

actualization, vitality, anxiety, depression measures” (Kasser T. , 2002, p. 10).  

 

These measures of well-being do not strictly overlap with subjective well-being; however, there is 

some partial and oblique overlap in the sense that affective measures – like hedonism and emotional 

state accounts of happiness, are sensitive to the feelings, moods and emotions involved in vitality, 

anxiety, and depression. This also highlights one of the challenges with definitive assessments of 

the Economic Materialist's happiness, many of the researchers are measuring both different features 

of the Economic Materialist, as well as different aspects of happiness. Notwithstanding this, the 

results of Kasser’s approach is overwhelmingly that “Adults who focused on money, image, and 
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fame reported less self-actualization and vitality, and more depression than those less concerned 

with these values” (Kasser T. , 2002, p. 11).  

 

5.2.4 Economic Materialism and Subjective Well-Being (SWB) happiness confirms the Standard View  

Because of the pre-eminence of Subjective Well-Being (SWB) in psychology as an approach to 

understanding and operationalising happiness, we will now survey the specific research about the 

relationship between materialism and SWB happiness. This section sets out the research, which 

supports the Standard View, which is that the EM is relatively less happy than people who do not 

prioritise possessions in their lives. Both prominent and indicative of the relationship between 

materialism and SWB are the literature review by Kasser (2002), and more recently a meta-analysis 

study by Dittmar, Bond, Hurst and Kasser (2014).  

 

Having already set out how SWB is operationalised (4), the focus of this section will be largely 

exegetical, reporting the results of SWB surveys in relation to the EM. Indicative of the pervasive 

effects is a survey with a small cohort of various ages ranging from 18-72 years which confirmed 

materialists experienced both “fewer experiences of positive emotions and less overall satisfaction 

with their lives than did those with less materialistic goals” (Kasser T. , 2002, pp. 13-4; Sheldon & 

Kasser, 2001, pp. 497-499). Beyond this particular survey, Kasser lists a range of surveys 

throughout the world, involving subjective well-being measures which include either one or both 

elements of affective (hedonism and emotional state), or cognitive  (life satisfaction), happiness 

which “show that a strong relative focus on materialistic values is associated with low [subjective] 

well-being (Kasser T. , 2002, p. 21).  
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Similarly, Dittmar, Bond, Hurst, & Kasser (2014) completed a systematic, empirical meta-analysis 

review of the literature. They “define materialism for the purposes of this meta-analysis as 

individual differences in people’s long-term endorsement of values, goals, and associated beliefs 

that center on the importance of acquiring money and possessions that convey status” (Dittmar, 

Bond, Hurst, & Kasser, 2014, p. 880).  

 

Their findings include that “This meta-analysis examined how materialism relates to personal well-

being. Results showed that materialism correlates significantly and negatively with [subjective] 

well-being” (Dittmar, Bond, Hurst, & Kasser, 2014, p. 912). Essentially, “In terms of moderators, 

Dittmar et al. (2014) found that the negative associations between materialism and well-being were 

generally robust across study, sample, and cultural characteristics” (Kasser T. , 2016, p. 497). These 

surveys confirm that there is a robust and consistent relationship between materialism and relative 

negative SWB. This is strong evidence for the Standard View, that the EM is less happy than people 

who do not prioritise possessions in their lives. Next, we will briefly summarise this chapter.   

 

5.3 Summary 
This chapter has introduced the three most prominent approaches to defining and operationalising 

the Economic Materialist in social science. Further, it has set out the overwhelming evidence that 

materialism is negatively correlated to lower Subjective Well-Being. This supports the Standard 

View, that SWB happiness reports the EM is relatively less happy than people who do not prioritise 

possessions in their lives.   

 

This is important in the scheme of this thesis as one of my claims is that the type of theory of 

happiness (involving different combinations of dimensions of happiness) you use, has profound 
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effects on the plausibility of materialism being beneficial to your happiness. If you grant that the 

EM is unhappier under SWB happiness, this does not mean they are unhappier generally. This is 

because there are other types of happiness, perhaps more important than types based on mental 

states, where the EM can more plausibly be happy.  

 

In the next and final chapter, we will explore this pluralism about happiness by introducing 

combinations of the respective conceptual dimensions of happiness which together make different 

types of happiness. This provides variegated types of Economic Materialist, who are happy in 

different ways. I specifically introduce an example of an EM, (which I call the “Happy 

Accumulator”), to demonstrate that some EM’s can be happier than EM’s under SWB, and 

potentially individuals who do not prioritise materialism (non-EM’s).  
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Chapter 6 How Adopting the Beliefs and Attitudes of the Economic Materialist 
Will Make You Happier 

 

“The first thing to do is give up the idea that any single account of happiness can 

capture everything we use the word to talk about” (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 9)  

 

The previous chapter introduced the Economic Materialist (EM), who places “possessions and their 

acquisition at the centre of their lives” (Dawson & Richins, 1992, p. 304). It discussed the 

prominent social science approaches to identifying and discriminating between Economic 

Materialists (EM’s) and non-Economic Materialists (non-EM’s). Further, it reviewed the subjective 

well-being (SWB) literature surrounding materialism which supports the Standard View – that the 

Economic Materialist, someone who has possessions as a central goal, is sadder. This completes 

the groundwork to understanding our target, SWB accounts of the EM’s unhappiness. 

 

This chapter will answer the Thesis question: ‘Will adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the 

Economic Materialist make you happier?’. It will firstly argue that the EM is happier than SWB 

claims they are, rejecting the Standard View: the Economic Materialist, someone who has 

possessions as a central goal, is sadder. Secondly it will argue that the EM can be happier than 

non-EMs. The first of these is a stand-alone claim about the happiness levels of the EM. The second 

is a comparative claim between EMs and non-EMs. The first claim can be accepted without 

accepting that the EM is happier than the non-EM. Even if one does not accept the second claim, 

the first is sufficient to demonstrate that the SWB account, which dominates the literature on 

happiness, has serious shortcomings in reporting the EM’s happiness.  

 

I will argue for the first, stand-alone, claim (that the EM is happier than SWB claims they are) in 

three independent ways. One, by arguing that possessions have a special salience for the Economic 
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Materialist, which skews their SWB self-reports downwards. Consequently, the EM under self-

reports their SWB happiness. Two, by arguing that the EM readily accepts lower SWB because 

some instrumental benefits of possessions improve their lives in other ways. And three, by arguing 

that SWB does not equal happiness. There are other types of happiness and the type of happiness 

you use has profound effects on the plausibility of materialism being beneficial to your happiness. 

This will involve providing an example of another type of happiness, the “Happy Accumulator”, 

where the EM is happier than the EM under SWB. These three premises independently provide 

support for my conclusion that the EM is happier than SWB claims they are. I will argue for the 

second, comparative, claim (that the EM can be happier than non-EMs) by contrasting EMs with 

other types of non-economic materialist, providing an example of a plausible type of EM who is 

happier than the EM under SWB. This premise provides support for my conclusion that adopting 

the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist make you happier.  

 

This chapter is structured as follows. Section 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 argue that the EM is happier than 

SWB claims they are. Specifically, Section 6.1 argues that the EM is happier than they report 

because possessions have a special salience for the Economic Materialist and that this salience 

artificially skews their SWB self-reports downwards. Following this, Section 6.2 argues that the 

EM accepts lower SWB because some instrumental benefits of possessions improve their lives in 

other ways. These two arguments grant the premise that SWB is happiness. Next, Section 6.3 

argues there are other types of happiness where the EM is happier than EMs under SWB. It rejects 

that happiness and SWB are one and the same. Together, these three arguments provide evidence to 

reject the Standard View (that under SWB, the EM is sadder). 
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After this, the chapter moves on to the comparative claim between EMs and non-EMs. Section 6.4 

argues that under some types of EM happiness, the EM is in fact happier than non-EMs. It also 

rejects that SWB is the only type of happiness. That is, that some happiness is SWB but there are 

types of happiness that are not SWB. This returns the argument to the central thesis of this work: 

will adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist makes you happier? It argues 

that because there are plausible types of EM that are happier than non-EMs, this is evidence for the 

view that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist will make you happier.   

 

Having offered these stand-alone and comparative arguments, Section 6.5 provides arguments for 

the view that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist will make you happier, 

anticipates objections to these stand-alone and comparative argument, and responds to these 

objections. Even if one rejects the more ambitious, comparative claim (that the EM is happier than 

non-EMs), the stand-alone claim can still be accepted (that the EM is happier than the SWB account 

claims they are). Section 6.6 concludes the thesis; firstly, summarising the thesis arguments and 

secondly, discussing its philosophical significance.   

 

6.1 The EM is happier than they report because possessions have a special salience for the 
Economic Materialist which skews their SWB self-reports downwards  

This section argues that the EM is happier than their SWB self-reports indicate because possessions 

have a special salience which leads them to over report their SWB unhappiness, and under report 

their SWB happiness, when completing these surveys. However, outside of this very specific (and 

artificial) context, the EMs affective and cognitive positive experience, their SWB, I claim, is 

higher. Consequently, I argue that this measure disproportionately and wrongly misrepresents the 

EM as less happy than they are (even on the SWB view). Therefore, even granting the SWB view 
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of happiness (which I will later challenge), the conclusion that the EM is less happy than the non-

EM is mistaken. 

 

This argument grants, both, SWB as a type of happiness, and agrees that the operationalised results 

for the EM are accurate at the time of reporting. However, I quarrel with the interpretation of the 

results as being indicative of the EMs' happiness generally. SWB claims the lower SWB evaluations 

of the EM is evidence that the EM has lower SWB generally (outside of the specific moment of 

self-reporting). I claim that the EM has lower SWB happiness only when they are surveyed because 

of the specific distortion involved in the process of reflection and self-reporting for the EM. This is 

the most speculative of the three independent arguments, and you can reject this argument while 

granting the other independent reasons offered as evidence that the EM is happier than SWB claims 

they are. Rejecting this claim and accepting either of these other two independent claims will still 

be sufficient to support the conclusion that the EM is happier than they report.  

 

The next section will outline the specific ways in which this distorting effect operates. It is split into 

three main areas, the first is about how the unique over salience of possessions for the EM makes 

them overestimate their sadness. The second outlines how the unique under salience of possessions 

for the EM makes them underestimate their happiness. The third section lays out how these work 

together. The final section explains how this process works particularly during the SWB evaluation 

process, in contrast to normally when the EM has higher positive affective and cognitive 

experiences.    
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The EM, who focuses on acquisition of material possessions, is happier than their SWB self-reports 

suggest because possessions are both over salient (in the case of the possessions they lack) when 

completing SWB surveys; and under salient, (in the case of possessions they have) when 

completing SWB surveys. Both phenomena distort the results when the EM completes SWB 

surveys.  

 

There is strong empirical evidence from psychology that the greater gap between what we currently 

have (attainments), and what we want (aspirations), leads to lower SWB (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 

2008, p. 100; Solberg E. C., Diener, Wirtz, Lucas, & Oishi, 2002, p. 72). My argument is that the 

over salience of possessions, particularly for the EM – who values possessions, accentuates the 

aspirations of the EM only when considered; while concurrently the under salience of possessions, 

particularly for the EM, blunts their appreciation of the attainments of the EM only when 

considered. Collectively, this distorts the EM’s self-reported SWB downwards.  

 

It is conventional to focus on the over salient aspect of possessions. However, beyond the claims 

that exist in the current literature, I will also argue for the greater prominence of possessions being 

under salient, especially for EMs. Further, I argue here that the over salience is compounded by the 

under salience. In concert, this leads to the EM over self-reporting their SWB unhappiness and 

under self-reporting their SWB happiness when surveyed, in contrast to their actual higher affective 

and cognitive psychological experience generally (i.e., when not being surveyed).  

 

(a) Over salience of possessions for the EM 

Firstly, we will consider the over salience of possessions. Possessions are everywhere around us 

and it is hard both to escape seeing them and comparing what we have or lack. Physical, and even 
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more readily accessible tangible possessions like our bank account balance number, are 

omnipresent. Consequently, it is not surprising that the EM, focused on acquisitiveness, acutely 

feels the gap between their material aspirations and what they have (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008, 

p. 100). This gap and the EM’s response to it, is reflected in their relatively lower SWB self-reports 

(Solberg E. C., Diener, Wirtz, Lucas, & Oishi, 2002). My claim is that this over salience is 

specifically focused for the EM in their SWB deliberations on the possessions they desire - their 

aspirations. This disparity is keenly felt by the EM when completing the SWB surveys40, which 

produces the distorting effect of self-reporting as measures of happiness.  

 

The above demonstrates that at the moment of self-report, the EM overstates the lack of tangible 

possessions in a way that distorts self-reporting of happiness. At the same time, more intangible 

happiness making goods like friendship or autonomy, do not have the same distorting effect on the 

EM’s SWB unhappiness self-reports. These kinds of goods do not as readily lend themselves to 

such gaps.  

 

In the next section I will discuss four factors central to this assessment by the EM that explain why 

and how both tangible and intangible possessions differ in their downwards distorting effect on the 

EMs’ SWB self-reports as material possessions do. These factors are: 

• prominence – how readily in the foreground are the happiness making goods, 

• complexity – how complex is the affective or cognitive assessment required of the 

happiness making goods,  

 

40 Perhaps in the same way that people can offload their disappointments in this sort of operationalised process 

involving self-reports.  
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• discreteness – whether the happiness making goods involve a single distinction (e.g., 

comparing a car or friendship) or a sequence of distinctions (e.g., comparing a set of cars, 

followed by a set of houses or clothes) assessments, and  

• collectiveness – whether the happiness making goods involve a whole domain (e.g., all your 

possessions or friendships at the one time) assessment.  

Cumulatively these factors contribute to the EM understating their SWB self-reports in the over 

salience realm, when the EM has higher affective and cognitive mental states normally.  

 

The following example outlines how these four factors operate as the EM makes SWB self-reports 

involving possessions and friendships. Consider the example of the EM thinking about the car they 

own (a very serviceable, reliable, recent model Toyota Echo in comparison to their neighbour’s 

BMW). If we consider the prominence of both goods, possessions, being mostly physical and 

tangible, are in the foreground of our consciousness. The EM can readily see their Toyota Echo and 

their neighbour’s BMW, and the visceral discrepancy may make them feel more negative feelings, 

moods, and emotions, or make them less satisfied. In contrast to this tangible good, friendships may 

be slightly less prominent, in the background, than possessions because they are intangible and 

more ephemeral than the car in the driveway. This lesser prominence of intangible happiness 

making goods for the EM may make them less likely to attend to an immediate discrepancy 

between their current friendships and the friendships they desire. This prominence yields the over-

salience of the material possession (the car) and the under-salience of the non-tangible possession 

(friendship).  
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Now consider the second aspect, complexity. Both affective and cognitive SWB self-reports 

involving material possessions are less complex assessments than those of intangible happiness 

making goods. Returning to the example above, the EM has a simpler affective or cognitive SWB 

assessment of the discrepancy between their current car, and the more expensive neighbour’s, car. 

Both cars can be readily seen and considered, being physical. Quantitative indicators (such as price) 

and other shared but less quantitative indicators (such as status and prestige) readily apply to goods 

such as cars in a way that they do not apply to friendships. Thus, the comparisons between the 

former are far simpler than those between the latter. This less complex assessment for the EM 

yields the downwards distorting effect in SWB reports for tangible possessions such as the car, but 

less so for the intangible happiness making goods such as friendships. 

 

The complexity of this assessment is explained by the nature of friendship. Whereas a car with air 

conditioning is just better than the same car without air conditioning, it is not clear what a parallel 

consistent criterion would be for friendship. In the case of friendship, the criteria seem more 

ambiguous, and may shift. So, I may value loyalty in friendships generally but make an exception 

for a particular friend who I know to be fickle, but who is such a witty and fun companion that their 

flightiness makes them sufficiently endearing to outweigh this fault. Over time this may shift – 

there may plausibly be times in my life where I take loyalty to be non-negotiable in friendships. 

 

This complexity in assessment is further exacerbated because possessions typically involve a wider 

range of comparisons. Our desire for possessions may have no ceiling, whilst other happiness 

making goods have more finite ranges. Taking friendships for one, I do not want an infinite number 

of friends - that seems exhausting and superficial, as many people find in the first few months of 

joining Facebook. However, for the EM, the gap between their current material resources and the 
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amount of possessions they can potentially conceive of, and desire seems limitless. There will 

always be more possessions to covet. Consequently, a wider gap exists between the EM’s 

attainments (what the EM currently has) and their aspirations (what they desire) within the realm of 

possessions compared to other happiness making goods. This wider gap leads them to report lower 

SWB (Solberg, Diener, & Robinson, pp. Loc. 759-768). The EM is particularly conscious of this 

gap when undertaking SWB surveys.  

 

Essentially, difference in complexity of assessments between possessions and other happiness 

making goods may make the EM feel more negative feelings, moods, and emotions, or make them 

less satisfied. This is because the comparisons of what possessions they have and what they desire 

is sharply focused and clear, as well as further apart. In contrast with material possessions, the 

complexity of assessments of other more intangible happiness making goods like friendships, the 

smaller range, and greater opaqueness of assessment between the friendships we may have and 

desire - may make the EM under-report their less negative feelings, moods, and emotions, or 

dissatisfaction. In other words, the latter are under salient in self-reports of SWB. 

  

The third aspect of the salience deliberation for EMs is whether the assessments typically involve 

discrete assessments or a sequence of distinctions (e.g., comparing a set of cars, followed by a set of 

houses or clothes). Discrete comparisons involve a single instance, or sequence of individual 

comparisons. Material possessions are more readily associated with discrete comparisons (whether 

individual or a sequence of them), making them more prominent and less complex in contrast.  
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When the EM goes to make SWB deliberations, they focus on one comparison, often in sequence, 

rather than collective goods. So, if the EM is asked to make an affective or cognitive assessment of 

their SWB, when considering possessions, I would suggest they focus more on individual tangible 

goods (e.g., my one car, an old Toyota Echo, and my neighbour’s one car, a BMW), which 

exacerbates the prominence and less complex aspects of that deliberation. These are more readily 

settled and simpler comparisons, which lends them a feeling of prominence. Consequently, this 

discreteness salience factor lends itself towards possessions being more prominent and involve less 

complex deliberations for the EM, skewing their SWB self-reports downwards.   

 

The fourth aspect of salience is the collectiveness of assessments. In contrast to material goods, 

other happiness making goods like friendship tend to involve collective assessments involving the 

whole domain (e.g., all your friendships). This does not preclude the EM from focusing on discrete 

assessments of individual friendships, even sequentially (first this friendship, then another). 

However, more typically these intangible happiness making goods like friendships involve 

collective assessments. When I think of making a friendship assessment for SWB, I more naturally 

think of the whole domain of my friends; when considering my material position, I more naturally 

think of individual possessions, sequentially (I wish I had a better car, then a better house, etc). 

Consequently, this collective assessment factor, being less settled, lends itself towards friendship 

(and other more intangible happiness making goods) having less prominence and more complexity. 

Here too, this results in an over salience of material possessions and an under salience of intangible 

happiness making goods for the EM, when it comes to their SWB self-reports.   

 

Thus, the EM may well be happier than the SWB account and its self-reports suggest they are, even 

if we accept the SWB account of happiness. Together these four factors of salience in SWB 
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deliberations of possessions for EMs - prominence, complexity, discreteness, and collectiveness - 

contribute to the EM overstating their negative SWB self-reports. 

 

(b) Under salience of possessions for the EM 

Concurrently to the over salience of possessions, unrecognised and understated, I will argue, is the 

under salience of possessions in SWB deliberations and as an instrumental good for SWB 

happiness. This may seem a strange claim given that I argue that possessions are conspicuously in 

the foreground of the EM’s SWB assessments. My specific claim is that this under salience is 

particular to the EM with respect to their attainments. To make the role of under salience clear and 

explain how it works together with the over salience of possessions to misrepresent the EM’s SWB 

happiness when they are surveyed, I will initially set out the way the under salience of possessions 

works, before subsequently discussing how this factor can be reconciled with over salience. These 

work simultaneously to make the EM both over self-report their SWB unhappiness and under self-

report their SWB happiness.  

 

Psychologists have conventionally recognised the phenomenon of adaption. One of the reasons that 

some people find it so difficult to savour their current possessions, (their attainments as opposed to 

their aspirations), is the evolutionary trait psychologists call “adaption”. This is the human ability to 

adapt to changing physical or psychic circumstances (Gittins, 2010, pp. 73-74). For example, 

consider that when you initially step into a hot shower, the water can seem very hot. However, after 

a few minutes, with the water temperature remaining constant, it appears colder because you have 

adapted to it.  
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I argue that the same phenomenon occurs with respect to the EM’s attainments – that is, the under 

salience of their possessions is a function of adaption, whereby they fade into the background when 

it comes to appreciating them and their value to happiness. This process starts early in life as 

discussed by Quibell (2016, pp. Loc. 537-551): 

“Now my daughter is five, she no longer needs to pay as much attention to the cup, only 

to ensuring a safe voyage of the liquid within it to her lips. By the time she is an adult, 

she will have mastered this too—she’ll pick up her tea or coffee to drink without even 

noticing the cup or worrying about spilling its contents. Her body will remember what 

to do. Through mastery, the cup will become a ready-to-hand extension of her body. 

When this happens, she will become blithe in her relationship to many objects, as most 

adults do, and they will become less visible, less worthy of her attention. We usually 

think nothing of this contact, in part because we have mastered these complicated 

manoeuvres, but also because the things have become part of commonplace experiences 

too trivial to notice. We forget not only what is close at hand, but also what we have 

mastered. ‘Once acquired,’ as sociologist Tim Dant points out, ‘we often do not notice 

these objects until they break or are commented on by someone else’. We spend most of 

our days this way, oblivious to the company of inanimate things.” (Quibell, 2016, pp. 

Loc. 537-551).  

 

This adaptation by itself is no criticism of the EM (or the rest of us). It seems utterly prosaic that we 

often fail to notice the sheer volume and scale of material possessions surrounding us. In this way, 

our possessions recede from view and consideration. When people receive more money or purchase 

material goods, it can be very satisfying. However, adaptation to these improved circumstances 

means they become the new normal. Subsequently, our appreciation of what we have already have, 
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or have newly acquired, is diminished; and we can become motivated to want even newer 

acquisitions to satiate our desire for more possessions. 

 

This is particularly true of material possessions. Consider an example involving a new car. Many 

people aspire to upgrade their existing car to a newer model with additional features. The car is over 

salient, being prominent in our aspirations. Once acquired, the initial satisfaction and affective 

pleasure of owning a new car is often both intense and enjoyable. However, after a time, we become 

adapted to the new car and desensitised to the features we originally coveted. It becomes under 

salient, receding into the background and thus shifting from being an aspiration to an attainment. 

After a period, our appreciation of this new car can be surpassed by a desire for an even newer car, 

with further features we desire. Essentially, we have adapted to the new car. This is analogous with 

what happens to many people with excessive material desires, who are forever looking to acquire 

the next material possession to titillate and enjoy; becoming disillusioned in time with the 

dissipating satisfaction of what they now possess.  

 

We will now return to the four factors of salience in SWB deliberations of possessions for EMs, 

prominence, complexity, discreteness, and collectiveness. These will shed some light on how under 

salience of possessions effects the role attainments play in self-reports of happiness for the EM. 

Possessions we own have less prominence in the EM’s thinking when they are making SWB 

deliberations. This is because the possessions we have become part of a collective (e.g., all your 

possessions) domain, involving less prominence and more complexity, making the EM less 

appreciative of their attainments, and thereby exacerbating the gap between what they have attained 

and to what they aspire. This in turn distorts their SWB downwards.  
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In summary, a key deliberative step for the EM in assessing their SWB involves the gap between 

their attainments (what they have) and aspirations (what they desire). I have argued that over 

salience of material possessions for the EM accentuates the aspirations of the EM towards more 

material possessions, while the under salience of current materials possessions and of intangible 

happiness making goods for the EM diverts attention from the attainments of the EM. All these 

effects distort downwards the EM’s level of self-reported happiness in SWB assessments. 

Importantly, you could grant the claim that the special salience of possessions makes the EM less 

happy under SWB, without agreeing that this is only yielding a distortion in EM SWB self-reports, 

and instead hold that it is in fact consistent with their SWB generally. That is, that this effect really 

does reduce their overall happiness, understood as SWB. I now will introduce arguments for 

thinking this is a distorting effect only, rather than an indication of lower happiness generally.  

 

(c) The EM’s SWB is generally higher than when they self-report on their SWB 

There are several reasons to think there is a difference between the EM’s general SWB and what 

they report during SWB assessments. These include: 

• the role of social comparisons and mores,  

• that appreciating attainments is increased for the EM generally because the four salience 

factors flip when the EM is not being surveyed, and  

• that the instrumental value of possessions for our affective/cognitive experience is generally 

higher also because of the salience factors.  

I discuss each in turn.  
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The first reason to think there is a difference between the EM’s general SWB and what they report 

during SWB assessments is that the EM is particularly conscious of social and societal comparisons 

when making SWB deliberations. These norms distort the EM’s SWB assessments downwards. To 

enter this argument, I will introduce an analogy involving thinking about authenticity in relation to 

social media. In a recent podcast, Helen de Cruz (Anti-social media, 2020) argues that one of the 

pernicious aspects of social media is that it can undermine authenticity. Specifically, she has left 

Facebook because she found that when she was posting things about her life, that she was 

increasingly conscious of whether people would approve or like her post. This prompted her to start 

consciously cultivating and curating her posts for how others might perceive her, which she claims 

undermined her authenticity.  

 

Similarly, it is plausible that the EM, whose experiences were generally positive affectively and 

cognitively, when asked to undertake SWB surveys would be conscious of the approval of others 

and societal norms that drive these approval judgments. These norms typically do not valorise 

acquisitiveness, as there is often a pejorative surrounding acquisitiveness that links it with 

ruthlessness and greed. Unsurprisingly, most people would not want to energetically, and publicly, 

celebrate their current or next highly anticipated material purchase. The EM is acutely attuned to 

this. These norms around not being publicly acquisitive mediate the EM’s assessments and they 

artificially report lower SWB. However, when not being pressed to undertake an SWB survey, the 

acquisitiveness of the EM may be a greater source of enjoyment or satisfaction. This would likely 

be both conscious and unconscious. This disconnect between the experience of happiness and the 

conscious reflection about how to operationalise this in happiness surveys is analogous to the 

disconnect between de Cruz’s happiness making experience and the reflection on the social media 
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post. The distorting effect is between the felt experience and the report of the happiness it causes. 

The norms and anticipated judgments of others have this mediating (distorting) effect. 

 

The second reason to think there is a difference between the EM’s general SWB and what they 

report it to be during SWB assessments is because the four factors of salience do not undermine the 

EM’s affective/cognitive experience of their attainments generally (when the EM is not undertaking 

a SWB assessment). In contrast, as I argued above (6.1 (b)), when the EM is undertaking an SWB 

assessment, their current possessions (attainments) become part of a collectiveness (e.g., all your 

possessions) domain, involving less prominence and more complexity. This makes the EM less 

appreciative of their attainments, intensifying the gap between what they have attained and that to 

which they aspire. In turn, this distorts their reported SWB downwards. However, I argue below 

these salience factors operate in the reverse for the EM’s general SWB (while not being surveyed).  

 

To see how this would work, consider an example of an EM driving their luxury car to the beach 

with a friend. They would naturally at different times attend to its sporty performance, the comfort 

of the interior, the excellent stereo and looks of admiration (or envy) of passers-by. The experience 

of driving the car provides affective/cognitive positive experiences. The materialist, focused on 

possessions, would attend to their various possessions (attainments) in this way just through the 

normal process of living.   

 

This can be framed using the four salience factors introduced at the start of this chapter. This is 

because when the EM is going about their day-to-day life and naturally attending to different 

possessions (attainments) which are being utilised or contemplated, these possessions are in the 
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foreground (prominence), involve less complex assessments (complexity), and involve single or 

sequential possessions (discreteness, rather than collectiveness). These four salience factors 

promote the affective/cognitive positive SWB experiences of the EM in the moment and in the 

realm of what they possess (attainments). Further, by promoting the EM’s current enjoyment of 

their attainments, it lessens the gap between their attainments and aspirations, increasing their 

SWB.  

 

Importantly, the EM’s use or contemplation of their current possessions (attainments) provides a 

positive SWB experience which precedes any SWB assessment. By contrast, in the process of the 

EM undertaking an SWB survey, this assessment is distorted by the act of contemplating 

possessions for the EM. When the EM is generally interacting with their possessions (attainments), 

this generally gives rise to more positive affective/cognitive experiences. Essentially, these salience 

factors for attainments flip when the EM is not undertaking SWB surveys. When using or 

contemplating their attainments generally, their current possessions become prominent and less 

complex and more readily enjoyable, and the gap between attainments and aspirations is smaller 

and consequently the EM’s affective/cognitive experience is more positive (generally) than they 

report in SWB surveys.  

 

The third reason to think there is a difference between the EM’s general SWB and what they report 

during SWB assessments is because the instrumental value of possessions is more readily accessible 

generally, increasing the EM’s general SWB. In contrast, when the EM undertakes SWB surveys, 

the instrumental value of their current possessions to their SWB happiness recedes into the 

background, becoming part of the lower appreciation of the EM’s attainments, in contrast with the 

greater prominence of their aspirations.  
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To see how this would work, we return to the examples above. The EM driving their luxury car to 

the beach with a friend can readily experience positively how their possession, a sports car, 

enhances their joint experiences as friends. When contemplating their artwork, the EM can readily 

appreciate how their acquisitiveness has provided positive affective/cognitive experiences. This 

instrumental value of the possessions to friendship and aesthetic pleasure is immediate and 

accessible. The instrumental value of these possessions is foregrounded (prominence), involves less 

complex assessment (complexity), and involves single or sequential possessions (discreteness, 

rather than collectiveness). Again, these four salience factors promote the affective/cognitive 

positive SWB experiences of the EM in the moment yielded by what they possess (attainments). In 

turn, by promoting current attainments, this effect lessens the disparity between their attainments 

and aspirations, increasing their SWB generally.  

 

This positive instrumental value of possessions for SWB happiness again contrasts with the 

artificial process of the EM undertaking an SWB survey. Here too, this effect prevents the EM from 

being able to appreciate - and thus report - the instrumental value of possessions to happiness. 

  

The above three distorting effects are independent of one another. One can reject any of them 

without rejecting the others and thus still provide support for the claim of the distorting effect 

between the experience of happiness (the general) and the conscious assessment of happiness 

(reflected in happiness survey results). 

 



 

207 

 

6.2 The EM accepts lower SWB because some instrumental benefits of possessions improve 
their lives in other ways.  
In this section I explore the claim that the EM accepts lower SWB generally. Rather than arguing 

for a distorting effect, this view holds that SWB is happiness, and the Standard View, that the EM, 

who has possessions as a central goal, is sadder (less happy) than people who do not. However, it 

argues that the EM would consciously accept lower SWB because some instrumental benefits of 

possessions improve their lives in other ways. The instrumental value of acquisitiveness means they 

will have lower SWB because of the process of acquisitiveness. There is good evidence from social 

science that focusing on financial goals by saving or working, as opposed to relationships, reduces 

positive affect; that essentially material goals are not as enjoyable to pursue (Solberg, Diener, & 

Robinson, pp. Loc. 860-889). This is intuitive. The process of making a friendship often involves 

many enjoyable shared experiences. In contrast, working overtime is less affectively or cognitively 

enjoyable.  

 

However, what implications follow from this is important. The proponent of the Standard View 

claims this is further evidence for why you should not be an EM, because it lowers your SWB 

happiness. I would argue that the EM can and often does legitimately accept that the process of 

acquisitiveness may mean lower SWB generally, because the other benefits of acquisitiveness that 

positively impact their lives in other ways, including increased well-being and the Good Life, 

outweigh this slightly lower general SWB. In fact, there are many instrumental benefits of 

possessions which may not be captured in SWB assessments. This includes that possessions (a) 

mitigate against bad luck, (b) can enhance some virtues and undermine some vices, (c) allow you to 

participate in political life more fully, and (d) enhance autonomy and authenticity. In the next 

section I take each in turn. 
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(a) possessions mitigate bad luck 

Possessions can mitigate bad luck in a person’s life in a variety of ways. Most of us accept this as 

intuitive and uncontroversial. For example, if you have an unexpected illness or job loss, having 

these possessions gives you access to the best medical care or time to look for meaningful new 

employment. If your car is in an accident and you have a second car or resources to hire a 

replacement car, you are still readily able to get around with minimal disruption to your normal life. 

In this way, possessions, including savings for the future, buffer you from bad luck or misfortune. 

This potential may not be accompanied by higher SWB. In fact, as mentioned above, the process of 

focusing on acquisitiveness may not be as enjoyable as other goods. The EM could readily accept 

this because of the insurance against bad luck that acquiring possessions provides.  

 

(b) possessions can enhance some virtues and weaken some vices 

The EM’s acquisitiveness can potentially enhance some virtues and weaken some vices in several 

ways. Further, the EM could again readily accept that this may not be accompanied by higher SWB 

but could grant morality a prominent place in their life.  For example: 

Possessions can enhance some virtues 

Possessions can enhance some virtues. For example, having adequate or excess possessions means 

that you can exercise virtues like benevolence or charity. It is obvious that if you have insufficient 

material resources for your own survival then you will be unable to provide material help to others. 

Having material resources means that you can donate to charities and support others in ways that 

exercise benevolence.  

 

In support of this view, Petruzella (2013, pp. 96-7) attributes to Aristotle (1998, pp. 16 (1.8 

1098b28-1099a20)) the claim that because virtues cannot be passive, they require action to be 

instantiated, consequently external goods play a role in exercising virtues. Specifically, “at least 
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some minimal level of external goods becomes necessary for the exercise of at least some virtues. 

For example, the virtue of magnanimity requires one to have property with which to be generous” 

(Petruzella, 2013, p. 97). Essentially, you need external resources to exercise generosity (Vitrano, 

2018, pp. 59-60).  

 

The EM has a focus on acquisition which will likely lead to having more possessions than they 

would have had if they did not focus on acquisitiveness. In this way, they are better placed to 

exercise virtues like benevolence.  

 

It could be objected that the EM’s acquisitiveness only gives them the potential to be charitable, 

and their desire for more possessions would undercut any virtue of benevolence. Further, having 

more possessions because you are focused on acquisitiveness and not exercising virtues of charity is 

additionally vicious compared to wanting to be benevolent and not having the resources to exercise 

that benevolence. This would be an interesting and important research question.  

 

Despite this, even if you grant that the EM who has focused successfully on acquiring possessions 

may give a relatively smaller proportion of their wealth to charities compared to the average person, 

they would still be displaying benevolence. Depending on their ability to grow their wealth, the EM 

may even display more benevolence than the individual who would like to give a larger proportion 

of their future wealth but does not have any or sufficient material resources to give to charities right 

now. Essentially, while you could grant that an EM could give a larger proportion of their wealth to 
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benevolent causes, nevertheless their acquisitiveness provides the means to exercise charity41, even 

at a diminished level relative to others.  

 

Another way that acquisitiveness is claimed to enhance some virtues is through the idea that 

possessions incentivise and compensate individuals for their hard work and labour, promoting 

virtues like industriousness. For some it seems only fair and legitimate that people who have 

worked hard can claim the rewards of their efforts. This is certainly compatible with modern 

notions of capitalism - that initiative and enterprise should be rewarded.  

 

On these views, material possessions can be seen as just reward for virtuousness. The idea is that 

working hard and showing endeavour are virtuous and should be rewarded, in part by possessions. 

In this way, possessions are virtuous when obtained from hard work and validate virtues like 

initiative and enterprise. The EM, who focuses on possessions, can obtain these by working hard 

and displaying these virtues. 

 

Aligned with this idea, and contrary to the view that poverty is next to godliness, Max Weber 

argues in The Protestant Ethic and The Spirit of Capitalism (2009) that material wealth and 

possessions are a sign of God’s grace. He argues that capitalism was enabled by the Protestant 

ethic. This is based on the teaching that only certain people are chosen for salvation by God. This is 

predetermined and cannot be changed. While a person cannot tell if they are selected, they can 

affirm to the world their certainty of this outcome by being industrious and gathering wealth to 

 

41 This thesis will not discuss the philosophy of famine relief and the question of moral demandingness.  
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glorify God (Kornhauser, 1994, p. 125). Essentially possessions and virtue42 are synonymous as 

“God helps those who help themselves” (Weber M. , 2009, p. 58).  

 

Even if this idea that material possessions are an indicator of virtue and the certainty of being saved 

in the afterlife seems implausible, the account here nonetheless provides support for the idea that 

while materials possessions may not be a result or reward for the operation of virtues, they 

nonetheless allow the development and execution of the virtues (such as benevolence).  

 

Possessions can weaken some vices 

In the other direction, possessions can weaken some vices. Having adequate possessions for our 

material security, shelter, clothing, a car, clothes, and other items, means we can be less 

incentivised to immorality – specifically stealing. Essentially, if I have adequate material comforts 

in my own life, despite wanting more, then I may be less likely to steal other possessions. 

Essentially, adequate possessions can provide material security, making us less likely to behave in 

some immoral ways.  

 

The central point is that having adequate material possessions for your security and comfort can for 

some be an incentive to behave morally, as you do not have the need to take others’ property. 

Further, secure ownership of possessions can make some people more strident about honouring the 

 

42 Note, of course, that these virtues, the Christian virtues, differ from the ancient Greek virtues that are constitutive 

of Aristotelian virtue ethics. At this level, though, the structure of my argument is agnostic on this different and 

equally succeeds on either account. The free market idea of serving stockholders fulfils the same conceptual role in 

many ways. 
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just property rights of others and not stealing. This is because honouring property rights is in the 

self-interest of people who have, and want to acquire more, property.  

 

One credible response is that acquisitiveness may lead to vices – “defects…[or] qualities that make 

us worse people” (Battaly, 2015, p. 5). Material goods create envy and greed (avarice or 

covetousness, is, like lust and gluttony, a sin of excess), seen as vices both on Aristotelian and 

Christian accounts (specifically, as being among the seven deadly sins). The claim is that 

possessions corrupt people and distract them from the important values in life. Acquisitiveness, on 

this view, is held to have a corrosive effect on individuals’ good qualities and goodness, 

exacerbating their bad tendencies. 

 

One early advocate for this view is Plato, who is suspicious of the corrupting influence of wealth 

and possessions. In The Republic, where he outlines his utopian political vision for organising the 

perfect society, he forbids the ruling class from owning gold and silver (Plato, 1999 [c. 387BCE], p. 

217). Plato argues that this is because where a person owns land and money, they will be distracted 

from being a guardian of the citizen’s interests. Further, Plato astutely points out the insidious 

paranoia and envy of possessions where a tainted ruling class would become “masters and enemies 

of the rest of the citizens instead of allies; so hating and hated, plotting and plotted against, they will 

spend all their lives fearing enemies within much more than without” (Plato, 1999 [c. 387BCE], p. 

217).       

 

For Plato, possessions and virtue are incompatible, and the more that people “value money the less 

they value virtue” (Plato, 1999 [c. 387BCE], p. 349). In contrast to the view that possessions can 
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minimise vices and the tendency towards them, Plato posits a different relationship between the 

two. He argues that what is honoured becomes practised. Consequently, when we honour 

moneymaking over virtue, moneymaking takes precedence in society over virtue, which becomes 

neglected. I take this to mean that when we place a high value on acquiring and owning possessions 

it becomes accepted and even honoured. A consequence is that we become less virtuous. This is 

plausible to those who would reject the virtuous wealth views outlined in the previous section and 

instead focus on how modern market economies legitimise and promote individual wealth creation 

and material comfort, sometimes over virtues like moderation and altruism.  

 

Whether possessions and virtue are deeply incompatible I believe is less plausible. It is certainly 

descriptively true that moneymaking and having possessions is both valued and practised in our 

society. However, it is not obvious that people who value possessions cannot at the same time have 

strong moral values or that virtue has become unimportant. The EM would not necessarily be less 

virtuous than someone who did not prioritise possessions for happiness.  

 

In summary, I have argued that possessions can in some ways both enhance some virtues and 

weaken some vices. This is a modest claim, neither necessary nor sufficient, as there is also 

evidence that possessions can foster vices. Possessions can also contribute to virtues by facilitating 

benevolence and charity, as well as promoting industriousness and initiative. In the other direction 

possessions can weaken some vices by making us less likely to steal because we have enough for 

our lives to function, and we focus on the property rights of others because we are conscious that 

we would like our own property rights respected. The point for my engagement with the Standard 

View of happiness is that the EM could accept that their central and constitutive focus on the 
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acquisition of material possessions may not yield or be accompanied by higher SWB but 

nevertheless grant morality a prominent place in their life.     

 

(c) Possessions allow you to participate in and shape political life more fully. 

Another of the ways material possessions can increase your happiness is by ensuring your 

participation in political life, a key aspect for the well-being happiness of some individuals 

(Nussbaum, 2011, pp. Loc. 370-392). Because of the financial burden and the time involved (and 

thus opportunity cost) of running for political office, this can be a barrier for politically talented, yet 

financially disadvantaged, candidates. This is also true of representation and enfranchisement (even 

on such small examples as having the leisure time from secure employment to vote in person and 

the resources to possess the identification required in some electorates). Further, political lobbying 

is both increasingly well-organised and well-funded, which often precludes less financially well-off 

constituents from being adequately represented. Consequently, people who have adequate 

possessions can wield a disproportionate amount of political power both as candidates and as part of 

the electorate. Again, the EM could simultaneously say this is important to their life and yet will not 

positively increase their SWB.  

 

A concrete example of how relative lack of possessions (wealth) can potentially undermine societal 

institutions, like democracy, can be found in debates about inheritance. Inheritance, on these views, 

has this undermining effect because it allows those with inherited wealth to wield disproportionate 

political power and tacitly excludes the less well-off from being actively involved in politics. “[T]he 

dead ought not decide who owns portions [of the earth]…neither ought they influence the process 

by which the living decide how to use it” (Ascher, 1990, p. 94).  
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The individual EM, who focuses on acquiring possessions, is more likely to be a relatively more 

affluent person than if they had not focused on acquisitiveness. Further, being focused on 

possessions and their retention could motivate political engagement with issues surrounding 

property rights and possessions like levels of taxation, government spending and related topics. In 

all these ways the EM and their acquisitiveness can foster a fuller participation in political life.  

 

As a counterpoint, it could be argued that the EM’s acquisitiveness may give them less time to be 

politically engaged. If you are focused on acquiring material possessions, perhaps being involved 

politically is less important. Despite this time constraint, you nevertheless might have the material 

resources to give to political parties or candidates that advocate for your positions. In this way, you 

contract out your political advocacy (for example, by donating to political parties and lobby groups 

that represent one’s interests). In fact, one of the criticisms of wealthy citizens being politically 

engaged is that it undermines political enfranchisement for others.  

 

(d) Possessions contribute to your autonomy and authenticity. 

The fourth and final way possessions are important instrumental goods for happiness to be explored 

in this section is the view that they can promote autonomy and authenticity. Taking autonomy first, 

having possessions can give you considerable freedom and choice and the capacity to exercise self-

directed decisions – all of which are constative of autonomy43. Having material resources to pursue 

projects and interests that resonate with you, like travel and education, adds to your happiness. Yet 

 

43 Of course, there are many available views on the nature of autonomy, but these elements are central to all the 

major views. See Stanford Encyclopedia, ‘Personal Autonomy’ https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/personal-

autonomy/. 
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again, the EM could accept both that authenticity is central to life but may not increase their SWB 

(and thus their happiness on the Standard View).  

 

When your freedom is stifled, this typically undermines your happiness. Mulnix and Mulnix (2015, 

p. 46), in their discussion of the role of happiness within well-being, make this explicit using a 

thought experiment involving slavery. Consider the choice between being an unhappy slave, a 

happy slave, unhappy free person, and a happy free person. Granting that most people would want 

to be a happy free person and not want to be an unhappy slave, if you focus on the choice between a 

happy slave and unhappy free person this can tell you about the prominence we often give freedom 

and autonomy in our lives. In short, for most of us freedom trumps our experience of happiness 

(i.e., SWB). 

 

Accepting this shows that if we take the SWB, psychological, mental state sense of happiness, some 

people will prefer to have lower affective and cognitive positive experiences but be free. In this way 

having autonomy can increase your happiness in another dimension of happiness, well-being, and 

morality, as you may be leading a life that is good for you or where you have the choice to be more 

virtuous, despite more negative affect.  

 

Possessions can incalculably aid your autonomy in many ways, including your authenticity. If you 

have the material resources to pursue the projects and interests that resonate with you, that make 

you authentically you, then possessions aid your freedom to pursue authenticity. For example, if 

you consider knowledge as an important part of happiness, then having the material resources to 

pursue post graduate studies can make you happier on some types of happiness. It may not make 
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your mental state happiness higher, but on other types of happiness it can make it far more 

comfortable to study. If you can pay the rent, have nice food and surplus possessions for the good 

things, this gives you the freedom to pursue an authentic part of what makes you happy - 

knowledge.  

 

Further, possessions can help with authenticity and thus autonomy as they show the world what sort 

of person you aspire to be. So, if you want to be indie, then recycled clothing shows others what 

you aspire to and aids you in being that type of person. If art or travel makes you happy and 

provides joy, then again possessions are instrumentally vital to developing your projects and 

interests which are authentically you.  

 

This section has set out the conventional ways in which possessions can instrumentally benefit our 

lives without necessarily increasing our positive SWB. This included that possessions (a) mitigate 

against bad luck, (b) can enhance some virtues and undermine vices, (c) allow you to participate in 

political life more fully and (d), enhance autonomy and authenticity. The EM can coherently hold 

that their affective or cognitive experience of life may be blunted by their focus on material 

possessions but nonetheless hold that the other benefits to their lives of acquisitiveness more than 

compensate for this.  

 

6.3 There are other types of happiness where the EM is happier than EMs under SWB 
happiness  
This section will further argue that the EM is happier than SWB account claims they are. The 

arguments above grant that SWB is happiness but quarrel with the results and their implications for 

the EM. This section rejects that happiness and SWB are one and the same, arguing that there are 
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other types of happiness where the EM is more plausibly happy than under SWB. It refines the 

concept of the EM to illuminate how the EM relates to happiness, by conceptually mapping SWB to 

happiness, based on the earlier broad conceptual mapping of happiness (Chapter 1) which 

demonstrated that different conceptual dimensions of happiness combine to collectively provide a 

type, and different types, of happiness. On this view, different individual EMs pursue different types 

of happiness.   

 

One type of EM is one I will call the “Happy Accumulator” who I claim is happier than the EM 

under SWB happiness. Thus, in this section I begin to make the stronger, comparative claim – that 

is, that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist can make you happier than not 

doing so. If this argument is successful, this not only undermines the Standard View – which is that 

the Economic Materialist, someone who has possessions as a central goal, is sadder but also shows 

the positive claim that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist can make you 

happier. 

 

Importantly, one can accept the stand-alone claim (that the EM is happier than the SWB account 

claims they are) and thus that the EM may well be as happy as the non-EM despite what SWB 

happiness tools and reports suggest even if one rejects the more ambitious, comparative claim (that 

the EM is happier than non-EMs).  

 

6.3.1 Comparing Two Types of EM Happiness 

This section will evaluate combinations of the EM’s respective conceptual dimensions of happiness, 

which collectively provide a type and types of happiness. Individuals who adopt some of these types 

are more plausibly happy than the specific EM studied by psychologists using SWB. This pluralism 
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about happiness leads to variegated types of Economic Materialists, who are happy in different 

ways.   

 

The type of happiness you utilise has significant implications for the answers you get. As Chapter 1 

established, there are many different types of happiness, some compatible or incompatible, 

overlapping or distinct, commensurable or incommensurable. Importantly, they are all correct 

usages in various contexts. Consequently, it is of no use trying to stipulate a definitive usage e.g., 

subjective well-being is happiness. On this view, the most we can say is that the Economic 

Materialist is unhappier when we restrict our view to subjective well-being accounts44. This leaves 

open the possibility that on accounts that allow for non-SWB types of happiness, the Economic 

Materialist’s acquisitiveness may be more plausibly related to happiness.  

 

This approach assumes that we are comparing EMs and involves a group of flexible qualities 

surrounding a combination of dimensions of happiness which in combination provide a type and 

types of happiness (Chapter 1). Returning to the taxonomy outlined in chapter 1, this could involve 

having different combinations of the following dimensions of happiness in the table below. As I 

argued in Chapter 1, this is not exhaustive of all the dimensions of happiness but provides enough 

terrain on the table to situate happiness conceptually and demonstrate that there are types of 

happiness that are not SWB. Whether one accepts all of these or only one of the dimensions of 

happiness outlined below, this is sufficient to reject the identity claim between happiness and SWB 

because it establishes happiness that is not SWB.  

 

44 Though I attempt an argument that says this is only true during the actual surveys because of factors involved in 

making SWB self-reports for the EM. Outside of these surveys, the EM is happier.  
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Dimension of Happiness 

Is Happiness a mental state? 

Happiness involves mental states   

Happiness involves states of the world   

Happiness involves both mental states and states 

of the world 

  

Is Happiness descriptive or evaluative? 

Descriptive   

Evaluative   

Both descriptive and evaluative   

How is happiness related to well-being? 

DESCRIPTIVE 

happiness does not have any value to well-

being 

 

happiness can have extrinsic or instrumental 

value to well-being 

descriptive happiness may be 

instrumentally good for our well-

being 

 descriptive happiness undermines 

well-being 

EVALUATIVE 

Happiness is necessary and sufficient for well-

being 

 

Happiness is necessary but not sufficient for 

well-being 

Happiness can be the prominent 

good in well-being 

 Happiness can be equal to other 

goods in well-being 

 Happiness can be subordinate to 

other goods in well-being 

How is happiness related to morality? 

Happiness is Conceptually related to morality 

Morality is necessary and sufficient for 

happiness 

 

Morality is necessary but not sufficient for 

happiness 

 

Happiness is Causally related to morality 

There is no causal relationship between 

morality and happiness  

 

Morality can be extrinsically good for your 

happiness 

 

Immorality can be extrinsically bad for your 

happiness 

 

Is happiness within our control? 

Happiness is within our control   

Happiness is not within our control 

 

  

Happiness is partially within our control   
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This rich array of combinations of the dimensions of happiness provides an instantiation of a 

particular type of happiness. Further, it allows for a variety of types of happiness. The below shows 

how this occurs at a high level. 

Dimension of Happiness  Answers to individual dimensions 

together  
Types of happiness 

Is happiness a mental state? 

= Type of Happiness 

Is happiness descriptive or 

evaluative? 

How is happiness related to well-

being? 

How is happiness related to 

morality? 

Is happiness within our control? 

 

As an example, I will contrast two types of happiness involving the EM to demonstrate how the 

proposed model operates. Type 1 is SWB, and Type 2 is The Happy Accumulator.  

 

The “Happy Accumulator” EM is happier than the SWB EM 

This section will set out a particular example of an EM, the Happy Accumulator45, involving a 

particular combination of the discrete dimensions of happiness that collectively form the particular 

type of EM happiness. At a high level this type of EM, the Happy Accumulator, claims a tight 

conceptual connection between happiness and well-being, embracing an objective list (OL) 

approach to well-being46, which includes the following goods - pleasure, friendship, achievement, 

and morality. Further, their pleasure is captured by the features of SWB, positive affective and 

 

45 This is just one type of Economic Materialist (CEM) happiness and there can be many other types as well.  

46 Based on the three goods - pleasure, friendship and achievement, example of an Objective List Theory of well-being 

from Fletcher (2016, pp. Loc 1248-1252) discussed in Chapter 1 but including morality as an essential additional 

element of well-being. This is not meant to be an exhaustive account of OL theory, merely to put enough terrain on 

the table to coherently set out my account of the Happy Accumulator and their happiness. 
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cognitive experience. For all intents and purposes, their pleasure equals SWB. It will set out each of 

the dimensions for this particular type of EM happiness, comparing them to the dimensions 

involved in the type of EM happiness under SWB. Further, it will argue that this type of CEM, the 

Happy Accumulator, is happier than the EM under the type of happiness involving SWB. This 

evidence that the EM is happier than SWB account claims they are undermines the Standard View, 

as well as providing evidence to answer the Thesis question - Will adopting the beliefs and attitudes 

of the Economic Materialist make you happier? in the positive.  

 

This section will set out and contrast the individual dimensions of both types of CEM, Type 1 

happiness – SWB, and Type 2 happiness - The Happy Accumulator. It will explicitly set out how the 

EM under Type 2 happiness is happier than under Type 1 happiness. Specifically, this includes: 

Dimension of Happiness  
Happiness Type 1 – SWB  

Happiness Type 2 – The Happy 

Accumulator 

Is happiness a mental state? Happiness is a mental state  Happiness involves mental states & 

states of the world.  

Is happiness descriptive or 

evaluative? 

Descriptive Descriptive & Evaluative  

How is happiness related to well-

being? 

Causal - happiness can have extrinsic 

or instrumental value to well-being 

Evaluative - Happiness is necessary 

and sufficient for well-being 

How is happiness related to 

morality? 

Causally - morality can be 

extrinsically good or bad for your 

happiness 

Conceptual - morality is necessary 

but not sufficient for happiness 

Is happiness within our control? Yes and No Yes and No 

I will discuss each of the contrasting dimensions between Type 1 and Type 2 happiness to see 

which might involve greater happiness for the EM. 

 

Is happiness a mental state? 

Dimension of Happiness  
Happiness Type 1 – SWB  

Happiness Type 2 – The Happy 

Accumulator 

Is happiness a mental state? Happiness is a mental state  Happiness involves mental states & 

states of the world.  
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On this dimension of EM happiness, I have stipulated that the EM for both happiness Types 1 and 2 

has identical, lower Subjective Well-being, in line with SWB research47. Their affective and 

cognitive experience is sadder, involving less positive, psychological mental states. However, The 

Happy Accumulator, I claim is happier because they also accept that there can be states of the world 

which benefit their happiness, whether they recognise or value them. On this account it just is the 

case that friendship, achievement, and morality generally do make all people happier.  

 

The Type 1 EMs SWB happiness solely involves mental states rather than including states of the 

world (see 1.1.1). It concerns our first-person psychological experiences, our personal experience of 

life and not states of the world of which we are unaware. So, for example, a person may claim to be 

happy under SWB because of their first-person experience of a happy marriage. If their spouse is 

carrying out an undetected affair, this state of the world of which they are unaware, does not affect 

their experience of happiness. That SWB describes our psychological mental states seems 

uncontroversial.  

 

The Happy Accumulator could be happier than the advocate of Type 1 in this dimension in several 

ways. Starting with the conventional criticisms of mental state accounts of happiness in philosophy 

(Chapter 2.4), the reason that the Happy Accumulator can be happier than the Type 1 EM is because 

the Type 1 EMs affective/cognitive experiences do not account for Deception, Impoverishment, 

Deprivation, Degradation, Inauthenticity, and finally The shape of a life (Haybron D. M., 2016, pp. 

355-7). The central issue for the Type 1 EM is that there can be a gap between how they experience 

 

47 SWB, the affective and cognitive experience of the individual, is captured by the “Pleasure” component of the 

“Happy Accumulator” Objective List approach to well-being.  
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the world through their psychological mental states, and how their life is really going. The Happy 

Accumulator may prefer to have higher SWB but think themselves happier than the Type 1 EM who 

has the same affective/cognitive experience, but who might be in an experience machine, or who 

just scratches an itch or counts blades of grass, is wrongly incarcerated, is addicted to drugs, or 

whose affective/cognitive pleasures are predominantly at the start of their life. For the Happy 

Accumulator, there are ways they can be happier that are more than their psychological experience.   

 

Beyond these conventional criticisms of mental state accounts, possessions can instrumentally 

contribute to happiness as discussed earlier (6.2). This is because possessions can mitigate the 

vicissitudes of life, can enhance morality, allow you to participate and shape political life, and 

contribute to your autonomy and authenticity, in ways that may not be picked up by SWB in 

isolation.  The reason there may be states of the world you do not factor into your SWB happiness 

is because these benefits of acquisitiveness are either latent and unrecognised, hence not part of 

your SWB assessments, or not valued or appreciated when they should be.  

 

Consider the idea of the latent or unrecognised benefits of acquisitiveness, that possessions are not 

appreciated until required or they become salient. So, the EM’s pursuit of possessions can 

undermine the EM’s affective and cognitive experience of happiness. If you work long hours at a 

job that you find unfulfilling because of the financial renumeration, this will often not fill you with 

positive feelings, moods, and emotions. Further, your cognitive assessments of your life may also 

be undercut because of the negative process of overworking to accumulate.  
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However, the states of the world that are not factoring into your SWB happiness - that accumulating 

possessions is stored safety or potential autonomy - can nevertheless be part of your happiness as 

states of the world. There is certainly evidence that EMs have relatively higher incomes (Diener & 

Biswas-Diener, 2008, p. 103). Consequently, the EM will have relatively more possessions and 

savings for the future, which buffer them from bad luck or misfortune. If you have an unexpected 

illness or job loss, having these possessions gives you access to the best medical care or time to 

look for meaningful new employment. However, before you experience these misfortunes or if they 

do not occur, the positive affective or cognitive aspect of this acquisitiveness is not realised48. In 

this way, states of the world brought about by acquisitiveness are states of the world that increase 

your happiness.  

 

I would also argue that while the EM may be very sensitive to comparisons of others who have 

more possessions, because comparisons with others, using the salience factors discussed earlier, 

have more prominence, less complexity, and involve domains around discreteness; they are not 

good at making the more useful considerations for their happiness between different versions of 

themselves. If the EM could see different gradations of themselves who have embraced different 

levels of material acquisitiveness, they could see the instrumental benefits and non-mental state 

benefits of embracing materialism more readily.  

 

For example, if they could imagine a version of themselves that had not pursued possessions and 

was substantially less materially acquisitive, how would they pay for an unexpected medical crisis, 

 

48 I am thinking here of that moment when you are saving money in your bank account and an unexpected bill comes 

in.  
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a job loss or develop their autonomy? This difficulty imagining different versions of themselves, 

some of whom would have acquired more material resources to mitigate bad luck, is because the 

salience factors involved in comparing versions of ourselves are less prominence and more 

complexity. Essentially, imagining and comparing different version of themselves, would make the 

EM more appreciative of the non-mental states that can make them happier.  

 

Further, we are often biased towards our gratification of our current rather than future affective and 

cognitive states and fail to recognise the benefits of acquisitiveness until later. Consequently, these 

states of the world involved in acquisitiveness make you happier in ways not captured by your 

current SWB assessments. To see this, consider these two situations: 

• A:  Person has X level of SWB, (P) Positive level of possessions to ameliorate potential 

misfortune  

• B: Person has X level of SWB, (N) Negative level of possessions to ameliorate potential 

misfortune 

They both involve the same amount of mental state happiness, SWB. If you grant the view of 

happiness involving states of the world of which you may not be aware of, then situation A is 

preferable for your happiness than situation B. But because of the relative focus on the present 

rather than potential future positions, the EM fails to appreciate that they are happier based on states 

of the world.  

 

Possessions can also be hugely effective instrumental goods for realising friendships, achievement, 

and morality, which in turn increase your state of the world happiness. Possessions can appreciably 
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enhance friendships, but their role is often not appreciated because of under salience, being 

happiness making goods that are not front of mind and more complex to evaluate.   

 

This may seem a strange claim to make as having or not having possessions seem immediately 

appreciable by people. Further, their explicit presence forms the basis of one of the criticisms of 

acquisitiveness, that possessions are so readily accessible that they make unfavourable comparisons 

possible and make us unhappier. However, I have claimed (6.1 (b)) that possessions are also in the 

other direction so ubiquitous that they often fade into the background in ways that mean we fail to 

appreciate the instrumental role they have in the goods of happiness. 

 

Consider an example of a friendship involving a common enjoyment of meeting at restaurants and 

bars. Having the material means, through preferencing economic materialism, is not explicit in the 

mind of either friend as the instrumental good that augments their friendship through a shared 

enjoyment of going out. Possessions are in fact so ubiquitous that they recede into the background 

and are not appreciated as vital instrumental goods. This for the Happy Accumulator, who grants 

states of the world as part of happiness, means that these goods make them happier even if they do 

not recognise or value them.  

 

In fact, it is not hard to imagine that there is a cohort of EMs that are significantly happier than they 

claim under SWB because of the way possessions instrumentally contribute to friendship and 

achievement in ways they do not recognise in their SWB assessments. Nevertheless, friendships and 

achievement do contribute to our happiness (and well-being) for many. In this way, Happiness Type 

2 – The Happy Accumulator seems the preferable choice in this dimension.  
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Is happiness descriptive or evaluative? 

Dimension of Happiness  
Happiness Type 1 – SWB  

Happiness Type 2 – The Happy 

Accumulator 

Is happiness descriptive or 

evaluative? 

Descriptive Descriptive & Evaluative  

This section will set out and contrast the individual dimension of both types of EM happiness, Type 

1 happiness – SWB, and Type 2 happiness - The Happy Accumulator in relation to whether 

happiness is descriptive and/or evaluative. Type 1 happiness is purely descriptive, as SWB seeks to 

describe the affective and cognitive experiences of a person. It is not asking questions of value 

(Haybron D. , 2019; Haybron D. M., 2008, pp. Loc. 427-8; Besser, 2021, p. 161). In contrast, Type 

2 happiness, believes that happiness is good for them, something that should be pursued or 

promoted; but not to the exclusion of other goods involved in happiness (and well-being). They 

evaluate the appropriate value or place of mental state happiness.   

 

To recap this dimension of happiness (see 1.1.2) as a concept, happiness is descriptive if it solely 

describes, empirically or truthfully, a person’s psychology through their mental states. In contrast, 

happiness is evaluative if it involves a “value judgment… [involving] evaluations, such as approval 

or disapproval…which is a possible matter of disagreement, irresolvable by simply consulting a set 

of facts” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 36-7). 

 

Psychologists using the concept of SWB claim to be describing the experiential component of well-

being – leading a life that is prudentially good for the person leading it. Essentially:  

“Subjective well-being researchers often make claims about happiness: how happy 

people are and so forth. These researchers normally do not take themselves to be 

making value judgments about people's lives when describing them as happy; nor are 
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they in a position, qua empirical researchers, to make value judgments. They are simply 

attributing states of mind (Haybron D. M., 2010, pp. Loc. 602-604). 

 

The SWB research has a focus on a person’s self-reports of their own mental states, describing an 

individual’s intimate phenomenological experience of the world. Consequently, they are not using 

SWB in an evaluative sense, because an individual could have a range of experiences brought about 

in ways that are incompatible with many broader accounts of happiness (and well-being49). For 

example, you could potentially self-report high ongoing SWB because your experience of life was 

pleasant or satisfying, but which undermined other happiness goods for some, like achievement or 

morality. To take a common example, if you are leading a bacchanalian existence involving 

ongoing and excessive drinking, drug use and partying, interceded by short but successful stints of 

property crime to fund your habits, you may be experiencing affective and cognitive happiness. 

However, your life for many people is not happy in the broader evaluative sense (and is also going 

decidedly badly, your well-being is low).  

 

Haybron (2019) insightfully suggests a way of testing that SWB is a descriptive concept. This 

involves imagining pressing psychologists on conventional objections to mental state accounts of 

happiness like ‘experience machines’ and the like. They would likely respond that they are not 

getting engaged in disputes about value or the like when pushed. Further, this is something that 

scientists are not ideally placed to argue.  

 

 

49 I am grateful to Dan Haybron here for his insight into the role of SWB in this distinction and its possible relationship 

with well-being during a brief email exchange.  
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The issue with accepting the EM under Type 1 happiness has lower SWB in isolation from 

interrogating the value of this stunted happiness is obvious. The value you give any mental state 

happiness allows you to make informed decisions about happiness more generally as something that 

is prudentially valuable. To take an example, if not being a morally vicious person - being morally 

scrupulous, means you have lower descriptive, psychological happiness, for many people this 

would be entirely acceptable. And for some it would be an integral part of their happiness, more 

broadly conceived.  

 

This is not to say that in understanding the EMs lower SWB, their descriptive psychological 

happiness is not important. At present, while there is a consistent correlation between materialism 

and lower SWB, there is no consensus on a cause (Kasser T. , 2018, p. 864). However, if social 

science definitively established the causes of the link between lower SWB and EM, this would help 

inform the evaluative assessments of happiness the EM could make.   

 

The Type 2 CEM The Happy Accumulator does not think their affective/cognitive experiences just 

describes their psychology. They can make the more discerning evaluative interrogation of their 

lower SWB in regard to “what matters, is good, or we have reason to do” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 

37) and whether they should accept this level of SWB happiness. Because they are informed and 

consider the evaluative worth of their SWB, they can make the decision that their lower SWB, 

correlated with materialism by social science (Chapter 5) is acceptable because there are things 

outside of their mental states that are valuable and important to their happiness.  
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To take an example from Haybron (2010, pp. Loc. 601-604), if a student were considering 

alternative careers either as a teacher or a lawyer, SWB researchers may be able to provide 

empirical evidence about which occupation generally had more positive SWB. They are describing 

the psychological states of mind that may typically accompany these careers.  

 

 

Further, if SWB research found that lawyers typically had higher SWB than teachers there would be 

a set of descriptive facts to confirm that lawyers are happier in the SWB sense of happiness. 

However, it would still be contested whether being a lawyer is more positively valuable than being 

a teacher50. SWB makes no claims about the value, or relative values of these occupations to a 

person’s happiness. Maybe a life of a teacher would lead to less affective net pleasures or cognitive 

assessments of satisfaction, and therefore lower SWB. However, evaluatively, it may be possible 

that a dedicated life of teaching may be extremely valuable, worthy and something we should do on 

broader evaluative notions of happiness. In fact, it could make us happy in an evaluative sense that 

may not be captured by just looking at our self-reported, descriptive states of mind captured by 

SWB. Similarly, the descriptive facts that the EM has lower SWB, in isolation from the evaluative 

aspect of happiness, does not mean that the EM is evaluatively unhappy.  

 

They can claim that some level of descriptive happiness is important. To experience unenduring 

misery if not a good thing. However, while working hard and acquiring possessions may slightly 

reduce their SWB, it helps with other happiness making goods (in this case, friendships, 

achievement, and morality - perhaps by giving them adequate resources to exercise some 

 

50 Mulnix & Mulnix (2015, p. 37) capture this idea pithily in their discussion of the descriptive and evaluative elements 

of the word “renowned”.  
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benevolence), instrumentally aids their pursuit of projects and interest that facilitate authenticity. 

The EM who thinks that happiness also is evaluative can give their SWB happiness its appropriate 

place in the pantheon of their happiness goods. In this way, Happiness Type 2 – The Happy 

Accumulator seems the preferable choice in this dimension also.   

 

How is happiness related to well-being? 

Dimension of Happiness  
Happiness Type 1 – SWB  

Happiness Type 2 – The Happy 

Accumulator 

How is happiness related to well-

being? 
Causal - happiness can have 

extrinsic or instrumental value 

to well-being 

Evaluative - Happiness is 

necessary and sufficient for 

well-being 

This section will set out and contrast the individual dimensions of both types of EM happiness, Type 

1 happiness – SWB, and Type 2 happiness - the Happy Accumulator, in relation to how happiness is 

related to well-being (based on the causal and conceptual connections set out in 1.1.3). SWB 

describes your positive psychological mental states, and it does not have a conceptual connection to 

well-being, leading a life that is good for the individual. It can certainly be instrumentally good for 

your well-being and when you are having positive affective/cognitive experiences these typically 

can track that your life is going well for you – well-being. However, there can also often be times 

when these do not track (your partying lifestyle provides good experiences but is not good for you).  

 

The relationship of SWB to well-being, leading a life that is good for the person leading it, is 

contested. Descriptive and evaluative accounts of happiness have a range of connections to well-

being and some prominent advocates of SWB claim that SWB is necessary but not sufficient for 

well-being. This is because of the important role our psychological experience of life has in well-

being. I will initially set out this argument given for why SWB has a conceptual connection to well-

being, before disputing this and claiming the connection is causal. Following this I will contrast the 
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causal connection between SWB and well-being for Type 1 happiness – SWB, with the conceptual 

connection for Type 2 happiness - the Happy Accumulator.   

 

I will set out an argument from psychology about why SWB should be conceptually part of well-

being. As a starting point, Haybron (2008, pp. Loc. 448-452) usefully sets out a rough test for 

distinguishing two senses of happiness, one psychological and the other involving well-being. He 

suggests that if we claim someone is happy, we should think about whether we are merely 

describing their mental states or making an evaluative claim that their life is going well for them 

individually? One sense involves describing our psychological mental states, the other sense 

involves well-being or what makes a life good or bad for the individual living it. How we answer 

this question will determine which of these senses of happiness we think is involved in specific 

cases.  

 

So, if we say that someone who has high SWB is happy, what sense of happiness do we think is 

characterised by SWB? Diener, Sapyta, and Suh (1998, pp. 34-5), in their discussions of the 

relationship of SWB to well-being, make the argument for SWB being considered as necessary but 

not sufficient for well-being, as one value, among others. They do this by reimagining John Stuart 

Mill’s example of whether you might prefer to be a pig satisfied or Socrates dissatisfied, which he 

introduced to distinguish between higher and lower pleasures and overcome objections to 

quantitative hedonism by introducing a qualitative aspect.  

 

Specifically, they produce a table (reproduced immediately below) which adds two other scenarios, 

being an unhappy pig and a happy Socrates. They then ask, would you prefer to be either a happy or 

unhappy pig, or a happy or unhappy Socrates? Naturally, if given the choice we would rather be 

either the happy pig or happy Socrates. This shows that we do value SWB. It may not be the highest 
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value to our well-being, but it seems strange to argue that in our experience of life, our 

psychological mental states are irrelevant to our well-being.  

 Intellectual Perspicacity 

Level of Subjective Well-Being Socrates (high) Swine (low)  

Consummate Satisfaction With Life Socrates satisfied Happy hog 

Utter Dissatisfaction With Life & 

Despair 

Socrates dissatisfied Unhappy hog 

(Diener, Sapyta, & Suh, Subjective Well-Being Is Essential to Well-Being, 1998, p. 34). 

 

For example, in one direction, if I am both affectively miserable and cognitively deeply unsatisfied, 

this overwhelmingly negative psychological experience of life seems to undermine my well-being, 

leading a life that is good for me. In the other direction, if I am both affectively cheery and 

cognitively deeply satisfied, this overwhelmingly positive psychological experience of life seems to 

augment my well-being. SWB in isolation is not both necessary and sufficient for well-being but 

seems necessary on this view. It may also be a minor component of well-being, but nevertheless it 

is still an aspect of leading a life that is good for the person leading it.  

 

I dispute this argument from Diener, Sapyta, and Suh (1998, pp. 34-5), that SWB should be 

considered as necessary but not sufficient for well-being, as one value, among others. This is 

because SWB - a person’s descriptive, psychological mental states can run counter to a person’s 

well-being. A person can have positive affective/cognitive experiences but not be leading a life that 

is good for them. For example, the folk hedonism lifestyle discussed above. In the other direction, it 

also seems clear that a person can have negative affective/cognitive experiences and be leading a 

life that is good for them. For example, undertaking difficult, unpleasant scientific work that 

increases knowledge in the world.   

 

It is more likely that descriptive happiness typically tracks well-being causally but can diverge. 

Where a person has positive affective/cognitive experiences, this is instrumentally helpful for their 
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well-being. Where a person has negative affective/cognitive experiences, this is instrumentally 

unhelpful for their well-being.   

 

Being an EM in Type 1 - SWB is a specific case where your affective/cognitive positive 

psychological experience is sadder, but this may not track with broader types of happiness where 

happiness is both necessary and sufficient for well-being. Take Type 2 happiness involving 

pleasure, friendship, and achievement. These three aspects are necessary and sufficient for 

happiness and well-being. So, the EM’s lower pleasure (SWB) because of their acquisitiveness is 

just one part of their happiness. There are states of the world, namely ones involving achievement 

and friendship, to which possessions instrumentally contribute, that mean the EM is just happier. 

Again, when compared, Happiness Type 2 – The Happy Accumulator seems the more desirable 

choice for happiness in this dimension. 

 

How is happiness related to morality? 

Dimension of Happiness  
Happiness Type 1 – SWB  

Happiness Type 2 – The Happy 

Accumulator 

How is happiness related to 

morality? 

Causally - Morality can be 

extrinsically good or bad for your 

happiness 

Conceptually - Morality is necessary 

but not sufficient for happiness 

This section will set out the individual dimension of both types of CEM, Type 1 Happiness – SWB, 

and Type 2 Happiness - The Happy Accumulator in relation to how happiness is related to morality. 

I would argue that SWB has a causal relationship to morality because while there is empirical 

evidence that benevolence promotes positive affective states and cognitive life satisfaction (Besser, 

2021, pp. 90-1), it is also obvious that acting morally can often reduce your SWB. Besser (2021, pp. 

91-2) provides some typical examples of promising a friend a ride to the airport or whistleblowing. 

In the other direction, it seems very plausible that you could have high SWB and be vicious.   
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There are a range of conceptual and causal connections between happiness and morality (set out in 

1.1.4). Advocates of SWB do not make any claims about there being a necessary conceptual 

connection between morality and SWB. In fact, Diener (1984, p. 543; Pavot & Diener, 2013, p. 

135) explicitly claims a causal relationship, stating:  

 

“Notably absent from definitions of SWB are necessary objective conditions such as 

health, comfort, virtue or wealth (Kammann, 1983). Although such conditions are seen 

as potential influences on SWB, they are not seen as an inherent and necessary part of 

it” (Diener, 1984, p. 543)51.  

 

Given that SWB privileges both our first-person mental states and our subjective assessments this 

causal connection makes sense. While acting criminally can give you a certain affective thrill or 

cognitive satisfaction, the effort involved in not get caught, concealing your behaviour, and 

avoiding societal disapproval for transgressive behaviour can affect your affective or cognitive 

SWB (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, pp. 51-5). In this way, despite morality not being a consideration in 

your happiness conceptually, it is still instrumentally important to your experience of life.  

 

However, the Type 2 – Happy Accumulator, could potentially cash out morality as having a 

conceptual connection to happiness, that morality is necessary but not sufficient on its own for 

happiness. Further, they may subscribe to the idea of the priority of virtue, that virtue should be 

prioritised above all other happiness goods (Haybron D. M., 2013, p. 93) and consequently their 

morality takes precedence over their SWB for their happiness. Lower SWB, rather than reducing 

 

51 I take “virtue” here as an adequate proxy for morality given its general use as a synonym.  
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their happiness broadly conceived, is a sign that they have higher happiness, because morality is 

taking precedence over their SWB (they readily accept their lower SWB). In this way, Happiness 

Type 2 – The Happy Accumulator may be happier than the Type 1 EM under SWB.  

 

Is happiness within our control? 

Dimension of Happiness  
Happiness Type 1 – SWB  

Happiness Type 2 – The Happy 

Accumulator 

Is happiness within our control? Yes and No Yes and No 

This section will briefly set out the individual dimension of both types of CEM, Type 1 happiness – 

SWB, and Type 2 Happiness - The Happy Accumulator in relation to whether happiness is within 

our control. For SWB, this is partially the case. There are our natural dispositions and happiness set 

points – the idea that our genetics largely determine our level of happiness and this nature, rather 

than our nurture or life experiences, explain differences in happiness between individuals (Besser, 

2021, pp. 147-8; Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008, pp. 146-7). However, there may be aspects of our 

lives (income, relationships) which correlate to our SWB happiness and are more in our control. 

Importantly, for The Happy Accumulator this is the same view on this type of happiness.  

 

Having concluded the comparisons of each happiness dimension for Type 1 – SWB and Type 2 - 

“The Happy Accumulator”, I argue that the EM is happier than SWB account claims they are. This 

is because there are other types of happiness where the EMs happiness is greater than just their 

SWB self-reports. This grants that types of happiness can be compared and scrutinised. If you had 

to choose a type of EM happiness, when comparing Type 1 and Type 2 above, it seems that many 

people would prefer Type 2 EM happiness, agreeing that the EM is happier than EMs under SWB. 

That is, that acquisitiveness can make them happier in ways that do not appreciably increase their 

positive, psychological, mental state experiences.  
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An objector could agree that there are different types of happiness but disagree that it is possible to 

compare some or all types of happiness. That is, they could claim that Types 1 and 2 EM happiness 

are just different and incommensurable. However, even if you grant this claim that types of 

happiness cannot be fruitfully compared, it seems important to be able to distinguish between 

different types of happiness and their claims of the EM’s happiness. When the layperson hears that 

‘the Economic Materialist is unhappier’, they would likely not be aware or attend to the nuances 

involved in the distinctions between dimensions of happiness. Further, being informed of a 

particular distinction - say surrounding ‘deceived lives’ within the mental state/states of the world 

dimension, they could make a more informed decision surrounding their acquisitiveness.   

 

This section concludes the three broad, stand-alone arguments that the EM is happier than SWB 

claims they are. This included, one, that possessions have a special salience for the Economic 

Materialist, which skews their SWB self-reports downwards, two, that the EM accepts lower SWB 

because some instrumental benefits of possessions improve their lives in other ways, and three, by 

arguing that there are other types of EM happiness were the EM is happier than under the SWB type 

of happiness52. The first two arguments (6.1 & 6.2) accept that SWB is happiness, while the last 

(6.3) argues for a pluralism about happiness, that there are different types of happiness, some more 

plausibly positive for the EM.  

 

If this has been successful, and the EM can be happier than SWB says they are, EMs may be just as 

happy as non-EMs. This would be some evidence that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the 

 

52 This would be possible even if the particular type of EM happiness I utilised to contrast with the SWB EM was 

unsuccessful. There are potentially other, even more plausibly happy types of EM happiness.   
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Economic Materialist makes you happier. At the least, the EM would not necessarily be sadder than 

a non-EM. However, the possibility of the EM having comparable happiness as a non-EM is not the 

same as the more speculative claim that the EM can be happier than a non-EM. I will argue for the 

second, comparative, claim (that the EM can be happier than non-EMs) by contrasting combinatory 

EMs with other types of non-economic materialism in the next section.  

 

6.4 There are other types of happiness where the EM is happier than non-EMs  

This section seeks to argue that the EM can be happier than non-EMs. If this is the case, then it is 

support for the view that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist can make 

you happier. To do this, it will introduce a new comparison of types of happiness, contrasting the 

individual dimensions of both types of happiness, Type 2 Happiness - The Happy Accumulator, 

discussed above, and Type 3 Happiness – A non-Economic Materialist53. This will show that the 

EM under Type 2 happiness is happier than the non-EM under Type 3 happiness. Specifically, this 

includes: 

Dimension of Happiness  Happiness Type 2 – The Happy 

Accumulator 

Happiness Type 3 – A non-Economic 

Materialist  

Is happiness a mental state? Happiness involves mental 

states & states of the world.  

Happiness is a mental state  

Is happiness descriptive or evaluative? Descriptive & Evaluative  Evaluative 

How is happiness related to well-

being? 

Conceptual - Happiness is 

necessary and sufficient for 

well-being  

Conceptual - Happiness is necessary 

and sufficient for well-being 

How is happiness related to morality? Conceptual - Morality is 

necessary but not sufficient for 

happiness 

Causally - Morality can be extrinsically 

good or bad for your happiness 

Is happiness within our control? Yes and No Yes 

Further, I would like to stipulate that the Type 2 – The Happy Accumulator has lower mental state 

happiness levels (affective/cognitive experiences) than the Type 3 – A non-Economic Materialist. 

Despite this, they can be plausibly happier, on broader accounts of happiness.  

 

53 There are many types of happiness a non-Economic Materialist can endorse. This is just one instantiation.  
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This Type 3 - non-EM occupies the type of happiness that focuses on our positive 

affective/cognitive experiences of life. They believe that happiness is just our psychological, mental 

state experiences, and that these are evaluative, worthwhile, something that ought to be pursued and 

good for us. They can also endorse a tight conceptual connection between these positive 

experiences and well-being, such that to have positive affective/cognitive experiences, high levels 

of mental state happiness, is to have high happiness, and well-being. They could endorse the view 

that exercising morality can be extrinsically good or bad for their happiness, that sometimes doing 

the right thing or alternatively the wrong thing, undermines their happiness, cashed out 

affectively/cognitively. And finally, they could believe that happiness is within our control.  

 

It seems entirely plausible that there is a large minority of people that could endorse this view of a 

type of happiness (Type 3 – non-EM), and further, that live their lives in ways that align with it and 

indicate they believe it. It also seems entirely plausible that there is a large minority of EMs who 

would endorse the type of happiness (Type 2 – The Happy Accumulator) discussed in the previous 

section. In comparing the two, I would claim that the Type 2 EM is happier than the Type 3 – non-

EM in several ways, despite having lower mental state happiness levels (affective/cognitive 

experiences).  

 

These include that the Type 2 – The Happy Accumulator: 

• The Happy Accumulator understands the ways that states of the world that are not captured 

by our experiences can also add or subtract from our happiness. That in an important sense 

that our happiness is, one, greater when our experiences track with our reality, and two, 
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include goods that may not always create a positive affective/cognitive experience 

(friendships, achievement, morality, and the like) but have value to our happiness regardless 

of whether we endorse or value them. In contrast the non-EM only includes their mental 

states in understanding their happiness.  

• The Happy Accumulator understands that there is an important evaluative element to their 

mental state experiences which allows them to reconcile their lower affective/cognitive 

experiences. Having interrogated their psychological experiences in light of “what matters, 

is good, or we have reason to do” (Haybron D. M., 2010, p. 37), they understand that their 

positive experiences have a role in their happiness, but their acquisitiveness is beneficial to 

their broader happiness. Essentially, your positive psychological experiences in isolation 

from what is evaluatively good, is an impoverished happiness. In contrast, the non-EM 

claims that only their mental state experiences are evaluatively good.   

• The Happy Accumulator has a broader understanding of what goods are involved in 

happiness, which includes achievement, friendships, morality, and mental state happiness 

(positive affective/cognitive experiences). Further, their happiness is also necessary and 

sufficient for well-being. Consequently, their mental state happiness can take an 

appropriately subordinate role to other happiness goods like morality etc). This subordinate 

role not only makes them happier, but means they are leading a life that is good for them. In 

contrast, the non-EM claims that only their mental state experiences are good for their well-

being.    

• The Happy Accumulator can more readily reconcile their lower SWB, because morality is 

conceptually linked to their happiness, being necessary but not sufficient. Their lower SWB 

is entirely appropriate at times because morality trumps their SWB in the pantheon of 

happiness making goods. In contrast the non-EM claims that only whether they are 



 

243 

 

consistently moral extrinsically affects their positive mental states. Consequently, if their 

immorality did not affect their positive mental states, then they are happy.     

• The Happy Accumulator understands that some elements of their happiness are not within 

their control, and consequently they may be more contemplative and accepting of their 

lower mental state happiness. In contrast the non-EM claims that happiness is within our 

control and if they experience negative affective/cognitive happiness, this would be 

evidence of being unsuccessful in being happy.  

 

Comparing these two types of happiness, Type 2 Happiness - The Happy Accumulator, and Type 3 

Happiness – A non-Economic Materialist, and offering people the opportunity to choose one, would 

lead to many people choosing the EM type over the non-EM type. This is at least possible and some 

evidence for some cohorts of EMs having types of happiness that compare favourably with cohorts 

of non-EMs who have other types of happiness.  

 

Again, the opponent of these happiness type comparisons could claim either that the non-EM would 

never choose a type of happiness that involved being an EM, or that types of happiness are 

incommensurable, and thus it is pointless trying to compare them. I agree that this comparative 

claim (There are other types of happiness where the EM is happier than non-EMs) is the more 

speculative, and weaker in comparison to the stronger claim that if the EM can be happier than 

SWB says they are, EMs may be just as happy as non-EMs (6.3).  

 

Despite this, I think we do intuitively compare types of happiness in many ways. Some examples 

can make this explicit. When we know a colleague is having an affair and meet their spouse at a 
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work function who proclaims their solid marriage makes them happy, we doubt the spouse’s 

happiness. When we have a hard work deadline that we postpone because our children want to play, 

we accept that our happiness at work will be lower but other types of happiness will improve. In a 

myriad of ways, we continually make pre-theoretical judgements about the dimensions and types of 

happiness. If the implication is that there are types of happiness that can be compared and preferred, 

then there may be plausible types of happiness where the EM is happier than the non-EM.  

 

6.5 Arguments for, objections, and responses to objections, to the view that adopting the 
beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist will make you happier 

This chapter has set out to argue for the position that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the 

Economic Materialist will make you happier than (a) such individuals report themselves to be, and 

(b) than the non-Economic Materialist. This involves two claims of varying strengths. The first, for 

which the evidence is stronger, is the intermediate claim that the EM is happier than SWB claims 

they are. This responds to the Standard View - the Economic Materialist, someone who has 

possessions as a central goal, is sadder. Specifically, advocates of subjective well-being claim the 

Economic Materialist has stunted happiness. I reject this conventionally accepted view and claim 

the Economic Materialist can be just as happy as the non-Economic Materialist. The second, is the 

weaker, more speculative claim that the Economic Materialist is happier than the non-Economic 

Materialist. Specifically, I argue for a pluralism about happiness, that happiness consists of different 

dimensions which combine to provide a type, and types of happiness. These types can be compared 

and provide evidence for the possibility of the EM being happier than the non-EM on some types of 

happiness. You can accept the first claim, that the EM is happier than SWB claims they are, and the 

EM can be just as happy as the non-EM, without accepting the second claim that the EM is happier 

than the non-EM. 
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The first intermediate claim, for which the evidence is stronger, is that the EM is happier than SWB 

claims they are, is argued for in three ways. These include, one, (6.1) that the EM is happier than 

they report because possessions have a special salience for the Economic Materialist which distorts 

their SWB self-reports downwards. The first argument claims that there is a discrepancy between 

the EM’s lower affective/cognitive self-reports when undertaking SWB surveys and their generally 

higher affective/cognitive mental states when not focusing on taking SWB surveys. This is because 

the special salience of possessions widens the gap between what they have – attainments, and what 

they want or desire – aspirations. Specifically, the over salience of possessions accentuates the 

aspirations of the EM, and the under salience de-emphasises the EMs appreciation of their 

attainments.  This is further negatively mediated by social norms, that the EM may consciously not 

want to report their satisfaction with acquisitiveness.  

 

The objector could grant these effects for the EM in their assessments, however dispute that this 

does not reflect the EM’s generally greater sadness. Why would the process of self-reporting not 

reflect their general SWB? It merely accurately reflects the EM’s genuine assessment of their 

psychological mental states, of which they are sovereign.  

 

My response is that there is ample evidence of the distorting effects of measuring happiness in 

SWB surveys. This paper has discussed both the conceptual problems of SWB – is SWB happiness, 

and the empirical problems of SWB, - whether happiness can be reliably measured. Bessar  (2021, 

p. 164) pithily summarises some of the empirical problems which coalesce around challenges 

involving both the scales used to measure SWB and the ability of individuals to adequately 

represent their SWB in the scales. These issues are well known.  
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Consequently, granting the arguments given surrounding salience and social mores distorting the 

EM’s SWB surveys is worthy of further research. This argument is more ambitious than the others 

offered in support of the view that the EM is happier than SWB claims they are. You can dismiss 

this view, while still granting the force of the other arguments offered in support.    

 

Two, (6.2) argues that the EM is happier than SWB claims they are because the EM accepts lower 

SWB because some instrumental benefits of possessions improve their lives in other ways. My 

claim is that the EM accepts lower SWB because some instrumental benefits of possessions 

improve their lives in other ways. This argument shrugs its shoulders at SWB advocates who claim 

that the EM is sadder. The response is essentially, “so what?”. You can accept that your 

psychological affective/cognitive experience of life may be sadder, yet think your life is improved 

because of acquisitiveness.  

 

The objector could respond that our positive psychological experiences are so fundamental to 

happiness that accepting lower SWB because of being an EM, means you are unhappier. To a 

degree this is correct. Returning to an earlier example, telling someone in excruciating, terminal 

pain that their affective/cognitive experiences are not that important to happiness would be both 

patronising and heartless.  

 

However, I would respond that generally we do often accept lower affective/cognitive 

psychological experiences because we want our experiences to be appropriately linked with other 

goods. You could, and do, readily accept feeling less affective pleasures if it means that you behave 
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morally, or pursue achievement, knowledge, or many other goods. For example, a particular 

friendship may not involve high affective/cognitive experiences, but nevertheless adds to your life 

in other ways. SWB is such a narrow view of happiness that it misses the other important ways we 

can be better off that does not prioritise positive experiences. Importantly, 6.1 and 6.2 grant the 

premise that SWB is happiness, but either quibble with the EM’s self-reports, or with the 

implications of this reported lower SWB, claiming the EM could readily accept lower SWB if their 

lives were improved in other ways.  

 

And three, (6.3) argues that the EM is happier than SWB account claims they are because there are 

other types of happiness where the EM is happier than EMs under SWB happiness. It rejects that 

happiness and SWB are one and the same. Having mapped the rich dimensions of happiness 

(Chapter 1), we can see that your response to each of these dimensions, together, provides a 

particular type of happiness. Further, there are many, many types of happiness. In this way we can 

see other types of happiness, that are not SWB, where the EM is more plausibly happy. This is 

further evidence for the idea that the EM is happier than SWB account claims they are. 

Additionally, if the EM is happier than SWB account claims they are, they may be just as happy as 

non-EM’s.  

 

The objector could claim that this makes meaningless discussions of the happiness of the EM, that 

the supporter of types of EM happiness just moves the goalposts every time the advocate of SWB 

happiness makes claims about the EM being sadder. We do not meet the challenge of argument in 

the area of happiness as a mental state.  
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I would respond that the purpose of introducing the idea of types of EM’s happiness is to provide 

far more nuance and sophistication to the assessments of the EM’s happiness. This is particularly 

important because there is an increasing impetus for using SWB research to push public policy. For 

example, so pernicious is materialism thought to be for happiness, that the country of Bhutan has 

actively pursued public policy to stunt its development in society; “Recognizing that materialistic 

values and cultures are associated with declines in happiness, GNH [Gross National Happiness] 

mandates the promotion and teaching of traditional values in schools” (Besser, 2021, p. 202).  

 

We should be very cautious about pulling public policy levers based on individuals’ self-

assessments of their psychological affective/cognitive experience, or their SWB. It seems to me that 

a very useful contribution to discussions of the role and place of materialism in public policy would 

be a tool for thinking about different types of happiness the EM might pursue more or less 

successfully. Focusing on materialism is also important in terms of public policy because much of 

the current debates surrounding public policy utilise objective measures of material worth from 

economics, including average incomes, Gross Domestic Product etc. Consequently, the idea of 

specific types of EM happiness offers a tool to differentiate and calibrate between the subjective 

(our experiences) and objective (states of the world, economic data) elements of happiness.  

 

The second, more ambitious claim argued for is that the Economic Materialist is happier than the 

non-Economic Materialist. Specifically, (6.4) argues for this position by comparing a type of EM 

happiness with a type of non-EM happiness. It uses the same comparative tool - that happiness 

consists of different dimensions which combine to provide a type, and types of happiness, which 

can be compared. It argues that if you offered people the opportunity to choose either the EM type 
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of happiness, or the non-EM type of happiness, many people would choose the EM type. Therefore, 

this is at least some evidence that the EM could be happier than the non-EM. 

 

Again, the objector could accept that types of happiness are not commensurable, while granting that 

this is a valuable, and more precise, tool for understanding specific types of EM happiness. This 

would not accept that the EM is happier than the non-Economic Materialist. However, you can 

accept the first claim, that the EM is happier than SWB claims they are, and that the EM can be just 

as happy as the non-EM, without accepting the second claim that the EM is happier than the non-

EM. 

 

6.6 Conclusion 
This chapter, and thesis, has set out arguments for why adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the 

Economic Materialist will make you happier in response to the Thesis question - Will adopting the 

beliefs and attitudes of the Economic Materialist make you happier? Along the way it has 

independently argued against the Standard View – that the Economic Materialist, someone who has 

possessions as a central goal, is sadder. If the Economic Materialist is not sadder than the non-

Economic Materialist, this is partial evidence that adopting the beliefs and attitudes of the 

Economic Materialist will make you happier. It has additionally, and independently, argued that the 

Economic Materialist is happier than the non-Economic Materialist. You can reject the second 

claim, whilst accepting the first. Even accepting only this first claim has radical implications for 

how we might live our lives and structure our societies and communities to help others live even 

moderately happy lives. 
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A particular focus of the thesis was interrogating the claims of subjective well-being that the EM 

has lower happiness. I have argued for a pluralism about happiness, that the concept of happiness is 

rich and textured. This involved various dimensions of happiness, each responding to various 

aspects of happiness including whether happiness is a mental state or not, is descriptive or 

evaluative, how it relates to well-being, how it relates to morality, and if it is within our control or 

not. The respective responses given to the various individual dimensions collectively combine to 

give a type, and various types of EM happiness. I argue that SWB is not sufficiently sensitive to the 

texture of happiness that the EM can obtain. Vitally, SWB focuses exclusively on our affective 

(involving hedonism and emotional state theory) and cognitive (involving life satisfaction) 

psychological experiences of our mental states. These psychological experiences are important but 

impoverished on their own to capture the conceptual complexity of happiness. Understanding the 

claims of happiness SWB makes towards the EM, in the context of the broad types of happiness, 

makes for a more fine-grained and nuanced perspective on how the EM’s material acquisitiveness 

affects their happiness.  

 

This is important because every person on the planet inescapably interacts with possessions, and 

consequently, understanding and mediating our relationship to possessions in positive ways that 

promote happiness is vital. We may want to believe that for the EM, who privileges material 

acquisitiveness in their life, they are unhappier. Far better to see the reality, and deal with the 

implications, that the EM can be happier than we think and therefore states of the world that 

causally deny even a basic material level of wealth to so many also thus deprive them of happiness 

in ways that are far more wide reaching and definitive than the Standard View would have us 

believe. Further, if these most virulent of advocates for materialism can be happier in unrecognised 

ways, we all can utilise that wisdom.  
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