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1. Introduction

In the broadest sense, to achieve well-being isto live well, to live alife that isworth living, or to
flourish. “Wdl-being” in this senseis one of the main gods of life for individuas and of social policy for
governments and aid agencies” Our interest in well-being is fundamentaly practical. We wart to know
what it is so that we can achieve it for oursaves and help othersto achieve their own. At least one of
the things we tend to be concerned about when we are concerned about well-being is people’ sfedings
or subjective assessments of how well their lives are going. Because of this concern, many
psychologists have turned to self-reports of life-satisfaction in order to assess well-being, and many
philosophers have favored “subjective” accounts of well-being that give a centrd role to people’s
attitudes about their lives. Being happy or satisfied with, or gpproving of, how your lifeis going overdl
may not be the only ingredient of well-being, but it is hard to accept that it isn't one of them. Moreover,
assessments of how lifeis going are vital to another important aspect of agood life, namely, deliberating
about and planning how to live. The assumption that an assessment of one’s conditions of life overdl is
necessary for well-being —what | will cal the Subjective Assumption — has widespread support.

The Subjective Assumption presupposes, of course, that there is something which is “being
satisfied with one’slife overdl”. 1t assumes that people make overdl assessments of their lives that
represent or express something important that answers to the concerns we have when we think about
wdl-being. Further, since our interest in well-being often has to do with increasing it or promoating it,
such views assume that whatever is expressed by our assessments of our lives can be compared
meaningfully to reports made by other people or to reports made by us at different times.

According to recent empirica sudies in postive psychology, however, these assumptions are
problematic. Psychologica studiestell usthat the judgments people make about how their lives are
going as awhole are context-dependent.? These studies suggest that such judgments are not reports

Nt isin this broad sense that | mean to use the term “well-being”.  There are distinctions that
could be made between ‘wdl-being’, ‘flourishing’ and other concepts such as ‘ prudentid vaue’, but
these digtinctions are not crucid to my argument.

’For areview of this literature see Norberto Schwarz and Fritz Strack, “Reports of Subjective
Widl-Being: Judgmental Processes and Their Methodologica Implications” in Well-Being: The
Foundations of Hedonic Psychology, eds. Daniel Kahneman, Ed Diener and Norbert Schwarz (New
York: Russdll Sage Foundation, 1999), pp. 61-84. See dso Daniel Kahneman, “Objective
Happiness,” in Kahneman, Diener and Schwarz, ibid.; and Shigehiro Oishi, Ulrich Schimmack, and
Stanley J. Colcombe, “The contextud and systematic nature of life satisfaction judgments,” Journal of
Experimental Social Psychology, forthcoming.
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about objective circumstances and their impact on relaively stable fedings. Rather, such judgments are
shaped by the information that is accessible to us at the time of making the judgment and by other
factors such asmood. Which facts we remember and think about while making a judgment about our
lives shapes the way in which we congtruct the bits of our livesto be evaluated, and it helps to determine
what we take the relevant standard of evaluation to be. Moreover, this phenomenon is confirmed by
persond experience. Reflecting on our own lives, mogt of us can think of ways in which our immediate
circumstances have influenced our evauations of our lives. For example, watching a film about the
effects of globalization on poor people in developing countries often makes those of usin positions of
relative privilege fed fortunate and happy with our own lives, whereas spending time with a competitive
and boastful acquaintance makes us fed worse.

The mutability of overdl assessments of one’ slife conditions raises a problem for philosophica
theories that assume that overdl life-satifaction is at least part of well-being. The problemisthis: if
such theories are supposed to answer to our practical concerns, then they need to make sense of intra-
and inter- persona comparisons of levels of well-being. And to do this, the theories need to direct usto
the object of comparison. If we are looking for an overall or generd assessment rather than onethat is
time-indexed, and if our subjective assessments of how lifeis going overdl vary with context in the way
they seem to do, then it is unclear which assessment we ought to pay attention to in making
comparisons. The theory that is supposed to direct our thinking about well-being leaves us with many
possible objects of comparison and no way to distinguish between them.

To seethe point more clearly, it may help to think of an example. Consider the influence that
having a handicapped person in the room has on people’ s reports about their well-being.®  People tend
to evauate their lives as going better when there is a handicapped person in the room than they do when
the handicapped person is not there, presumably because the handicapped person changes the
evauative standard that the person usesin her judgment. The average person, then, makes two
different assessments of the conditions of her life and the question iswhich (if any) isthe onethat is
relevant to her well-being. One could say that both assessments are relevant because well-being itsdf is
variable from context to context. But this response abandons an important aspect of the concept of
‘wdl-being’ and, moreover, it would be a disaster for our practical purposes. Insofar as our interest in
wedl-being is driven by a concern to improve the conditions of our lives, we need to have a definite basis
of comparison. In other words, we need to know which of these assessments we should teke to form a
good basis for comparing her well-being over time or for comparing her wel-being to the well-being of
others. The purpose of this paper isto defend an answer to this question on behaf of any theory of
well-being that accepts the Subjective Assumption.

The plan for the paper isasfollows. In the next section, | define terms and provide a partia

3Fritz Strack, Schwarz, Chassein, Kern, and Wagner, “The salience of comparison standards
and the activation of socid norms. Consequences for judgments of happiness and their communication,”
British Journal of Social Psychology, 29, pp. 303-314. This experiment relies on the fact that people
assume that handicapped people are doing less well than non-handicapped people. This may very well
be an incorrect and prejudiced assumption, but it is the view of many people.
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defense of the Subjective Assumption. In Section 3 1 discuss the way in which overall assessments are
context-relative and the problem this presents for theories that accept the Subjective Assumption. |
argue that in order to solve this problem we need to articulate a perspective from which judgments of
overd| well-being are authoritative. | defend a characterization of this perspectivein Section 4 and |
argue that the perspective is a normative congtruction rather than an empirica extrapolation from various
judgments. Aswe shdl see, in articulating the right perspective we end up with a surprisng argument
for idedlizing congtraints on subjective accounts of well-being, condraints that are usualy defended on
the basis of intuitions about cases.

2. Wdl-Being and Judgments of Life Conditions

Assessments or judgments about life conditions are global judgmentsin the sense thet they are
supposed to be reports about life overdl, not just a particular aspect of one’slife, or life at avery
specific time. Further, these assessments or judgments are about how one’slifeis going: they are not
ample expressions of mood or desire; rather, they represent an evauation of one’slifeasawhole.
Findly, these judgments are not purely cognitive; they include an affective component of approva or
satisfaction (or disapprova/dissatisfaction). | will call these assessments “judgments of overdl life-
satisfactior?’, or JOLS, for short.*

The Subjective Assumption is the claim that JOL S are necessary for well-being. One might
accept the Subjective Assumption by claiming that a positive assessment of how one’slifeis goingisa
necessary ingredient of well-being. Well-being, in other words, requires awillingness or dispostion to
express satisfaction with the conditions of your life. Another way to accept the assumption is to hold
that JOL'S (poditive or negative) are necessary for the kind of practical reasoning that is necessary for a
good life. To argue conclusvely for the Subjective Assumption would be atal order. What | hope to
do hereisto demondrate its gpped by showing that it is compatible with many views of the nature of
wdl-being and that rgecting it has some high codts.

One way to rgect the assumption that judgments of overdl life-satisfaction are necessary for
wedl-being would be to accept an account of well-being according to which overdl life-satisfaction is
nothing but akind of average of momentary affective experiences. Thisis the gpproach taken by
hedonists who want to replace global salf-reports with moment to moment hedonic reports® Overdll

*Here | use both words (“assessment” and “judgment”) to convey that | am not relying on a
particular view about what this stateis. | will continue to use the word “judgment” in order to
emphasize that the relevant response to our life conditions seems to have an important cognitive
component, but | do not mean to take a stand here between various philosophical views of what
evauative judgments are. On my view, recent philosophica theories according to which evauative
judgments are expressions of sentiments or commitments are sophisticated enough to accommodate the
senseof ‘judgment’ | intend. For defenses of such views see Simon Blackburn, Ruling Passions. A
Theory of Practical Reason (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998); and Allan Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt
Feelings. A Theory of Normative Judgment (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990).

°For apsychologist’ s defense of this position see Kahneman, “Objective Happiness,” op. cit.
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life- satisfaction, on this view, amounts to the average of our hedonic experience in each moment. On
this view, we need not rely on judgments about life conditions; everything thet is rdevant to well-being
can be discovered by assessing hedonic levels at particular times. But there is reason to doubt that
hedonism can serve the purposes we have in philosophicd investigations of well-being. Asmany
philosophers have argued, hedonism does not do justice to the degp and important god of life that well-
being is supposed to represent; there are things we care about, for the sake of our own well-being and
the well-being of others, that are not the same as pleasure.® Of course, thisis not a conclusive argument
agang hedonism. The point hereisjust that hedonism is an dternative with its own problems.

Alternatively, one could reject the necessity of judgments of overdl life-satisfaction by daiming
that while overdl life-satisfaction is necessary for well-being, judgments about it are not. On such a
view, JOLS are merdly evidence of overdl life-satisfaction and, given the context reativity of such
judgments, they are not very good evidence. This view would be immune from the worries about the
context rdativity of JOLS because it would maintain that what we ought to be interested in, from a
practical point of view, is actud overdl life-satisfaction, which can be measured in ways that do not rely
on variable subjective judgments.

The problem with this podtion isthat it is unclear what overal life-satisfaction is supposed to be
if it isnot an average or sum of positive affective experiences and it is not dependent on judgment. |
suggest that insofar as we move away from hedonism, we will be forced to accept the necessity of
judgment or assessment because judgments or assessments of life-satisfaction are intimately tied to
oveadl life-satifactionitsdf. The view that overdl life-satisfaction is the sum or average of certain
affective experiences requires that the relevant experiences are discreet and quantifiable. Thismay be
true of pleasure and desire satisfaction, but it is not true of the other affective experiences we tend to
associate with well-being, such as contentment and fulfillment. To assess how fulfilled or content you
are requires atending to more than the immediate present. Contentment and fulfillment extend through
time and cannot be sensibly divided into discreet bits that can be added together or averaged.

Furthermore, summing or averaging does not seem to be what we are doing when we assess
how our lives are going. When we report on how lifeis going in general we are making a judgment
about whether al of our cognitive and affective experiences (our pleasures, pains, attempts, efforts,
successes, failures, accomplishments, disgppointments, and so on), taken together in the order they
occurred, count as things having gone well. Generdizing in thisway, moving from the particular to the
“overdl” where thisis not a matter of averaging or summing, requires judgment. Thereis no discreet
experience of “overd| life-satisfaction’ that we are reporting; rather, we construct the facts about
whether things have gone wdl through this process of judgment and reflection. How lifeis going overdl,
then, includes judgment in a degp and important way; if overdl life-satisfaction is not the sum or average

®See for example James Griffin, Well-Being: Its Meaning, Measurement and Moral
Importance (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 7-8; Robert Nozick, Anarchy, Sate, and Utopia
(New York: Basic Books, 1974), pp. 42-45; and L. W. Sumner, Welfare, Happiness and Ethics
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), pp. 92-98.
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of affective experiences, then thereis nothing to how lifeisgoing overall that is entirely independent of
our judgments and assessments.” Of course, people may not be aware that they are engaged in this
kind of reflective process when they assess “how it’ sgoing”, but my point isthat insofar asthereis
something thet is overall life-satisfaction as digtinct from an average of affective experiences, it must be
the kind of thing that essentidly involves our assessments and judgment.

Finally, athird way to regect the Subjective Assumption would be to rgect judgments of overdl
life- satisfaction and life-satisfaction itsalf as necessary components of well-being. For example, one
could argue for a eudamonigtic theory according to which well-being is defined in terms of degp human
needs rather than subjective assessments or fedings. But thistoo isa cogtly option if it is supposed to
exclude subjective assessments entirely. It isintuitively compelling to think that approving of or
endorang the way in which one’s needs are being stisfied is part of living wdl, eveniif it is not the only
pat. More plausible eudaimonistic theories would include life- satisfaction as one component of well-
being, while denying that this subjective dement is sufficient for well-being.®

Even asde from this point, however, taking the eudaimonistic position does not remove the
need to rely on JOLS entirely. 1t would be difficult for eudaimonistic accounts of well-being to deny
that judgments about how one’ slife is going are necessary because of the emphasis on practica
reasoning in such theories® For reflective creatures like human beings, living well seems to include
reflecting on and making judgments about how your life is going and changing your choices and plansin
response to this reflection. In order to reason about how to live our lives and to make decisons and
plans, we need to know which responsesto our life conditions are the rlevant bass for such planning
and choice. If thisisright, JOLS are necessary for well-being because they are necessary for practica
reasoning; on this view such judgments are necessary as a means to something ese that isintringcaly
vauable, but they are necessary dl the same. Moreover, if | am right about the close rdationship
between life-satisfaction and judgments of life-satisfaction, then it is unlikely that there will be a different
means to discovering the information we need for practica reasoning about our lives. Theories that
emphasize practicad reasoning about one’ s life accept the Subjective Assumption, then, dthough in quite

’Sumner, whose theory of well-being is a paradigm of a subjective philosophical theory, argues
that well-being is congtituted by a kind of endorsement of one’s conditions of life where endorsement
includes a component of judgment. Welfare, Happiness and Ethics, op. cit., pp. 138-183.

8Aristotle, for instance, dlaims that taking pleasure in the activity of virtue is necessary for
flourishing. Nichomachean Ethics, trans. Terence Irwin, (Indiangpolis. Hackett Publishing Company,
1985), 1099a5- 30.

9See, for example, Martha Nussbaum, Women and Human Devel opment: The Capabilities
Approach (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 78-83; Rosalind Hursthouse, On
Virtue Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 217-226; and John Rawls’ account of the
good for aperson in terms of deliberative rationdity in his A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1971), chapter 7. Rawls’ theory is not aeudamonistic
theory, however, it is a good example of atheory that takes practica reasoning to be an important
component of a person’ s good.



6
adifferent way from theories that take pogtive JOLSto be an ingredient of well-being. Still, insofar as
eudaimonistic theories require JOL S asinputs to practical reasoning, they will face the same problem
that faces theories that take JOL S to be an ingredient of well-being.

Even for many objective theories of well-being, then, JOLS are an important part of well-being.
They are either a component of it or a necessary condition for our cgpacity to engage in practical
reasoning about it. To rgect the Subjective Assumption, then, one would have to regject both the view
that overdl life-satisfaction is a component of well-being and the view that practica reasoning about
one’slifeasawholeis a necessary part of well-being.

3. Context-Réelativity and the Problem for Practical Questions

Judgments of overdl life-satisfaction are dependent on severd variables: what information
(memories, facts about oneself and one’ s options, and so forth) is accessible at the time of making the
judgment, how the information is used (whether it is assmilated into the target of judgment or used as a
point of comparison), one’s perception of socia norms, and one’s mood.™®  When psychologists
manipulate the information that is ble to subjects, they can change the kinds of judgments
subjects tend to make. For example, priming subjects so that they are thinking about excitement makes
these subjects more likely to evauate their own lives in terms of how much excitement they have™
Strongly vaenced experiences influence people’ sjudgments of overdl life-satisfaction based on how
they are used. Extreme negative experiences can cause people to evauate their lives more positively if
they are seen as the contrast class to how things are now, or they can cause people to evauate their
lives negatively if they are seen as part of the target of the judgment. How we attempt to answer
questions about how our lives are going also has effects on our answers. For example, the act of trying
to explain a negative experience can cause people to become self-pitying and depressed and so to
evauate ther lives as going less well than otherwise™

Judgments of overdl life-satisfaction are aso influenced by the comparison class a person
congructs for herself. What a person chooses as a point of comparison is again influenced by the
information that is accessible at the time and aso by the god's sheiis pursuing at that moment.® These
various effects of context are not ones that are only percelvable by psychologists. Anyone who reflects
on the matter can probably recal making different assessments of how his or her life is going depending
on the context. Spend alittle time with friends or family who are struggling, whose marriage isfdling
gpart, whose children are in danger, and one may fed very fortunate and happy about one’sown life
Or, if onefedsvery close to these people and responsible for them, spending time with them may make
one fedl worse about one’s own lifein the short term.

105ee footnote 2 for citations.
HSee Oishi, Schimmack and Colcombe, op. cit.

2| L. Martin and A. Tesser, “Toward amotivational and structural theory of ruminative
thought,” as cited in Schwarz and Strack, p. 68.

3See Schwarz and Strack, op. cit., p. 74.



It should be noted that some very recent studies show that there is ability over timein
judgments of overdl life-satisfaction. Ulrich Schimmack has argued that this sability is due to the fact
that people rely on rdevant and chronically accessible information in order to form such judgments.
But studies that demonsirate some stability do not solve the philosophical problem described above.
The problem caused by context variability for philosophica theories exiss aslong as peoplein red life
Stuations (as opposed to testing Situations) are sometimes influenced by context to make different
JOLS. There are good reasonsto think that thisis true, despite the evidence of stability. Firgt of all, it
isdifficult for psychologicd studiesto ascertain people’ s judgments outside of testing Situation. It iseasy
to imagine that the mere fact of filling out a questionnaire on life-satisfaction could have the effect of
focusing a person' s attention on the rlevant information. In red life when we are busy and distracted,
we may be more likely to make JOLS when we are not focused on relevant sources™ Second, the
studies that demonstrate stability due to reliance on relevant sources aso recognize that there are causes
of variability in JOLS. For example, the studies are consstent with variation in JOL S that hasto do
with a person’ smood.™® The studies are aso consistent with variation due to a persor’'s own chosen
standard of comparison, which seems to be a frequent source of variationin everyday experience.
Changes in comparison class may cause variations in everyday judgments even if the person forms her
life- satisfaction judgments on the basis of the same sources.

Our precticd interests in well-being require that we be able to make inter-persond and intra-
persona comparisons between different levels of well-being. Whether we are concerned to improve
our own lives or those of others, in order to make plans that will result in an increase of well-being we
need to have a basdline of comparison for any changes we might make. If judgments of overdl life-
satisfaction are a necessary part of well-being, and if such judgments vary with context, it is unclear
which judgments form the relevant basis for comparison. We can think of the problem thisway: Think
of each judgment as adata point. Given context-relativity, these points are scattered and each
particular point taken in isolation is a somewhat arbitrary and biased expression of a person’ soverdl life
satisfaction. Given this context rdativity, it is difficult to know what an individuad judgment taken in

“Ulrich Schimmack, Ed Diener Shigehiro Oish, “Life- Satisfaction |s a Momentary Judgment
and a Stable Persondity Characterigtic: The Use of Chronicaly Accessible and Stable Sources,”
Journal of Personality, 70:3, June 2002, pp. 345-384.

PInsofar as psychologists construct questionnaires with the intention of getting people to think
about the revant facts, they are making an assumption about the solution to the problem | have
outlined. | do not a dl intend thisas acriticiam of psychologists methods. In fact, aswill become clear
from the position | ultimately defend, | think that if people become focused on reevant sources when
they fill out questionnaires, then they will give better, more authoritative information about tharr life-
satisfaction.

18| fact, Schimmack has shown that people can be successfully diminate the effects of mood
when they are asked to do so. In my terms, when psychologists ask subjects not to consider mood in
their judgments they are making an assumption about the gppropriate perspective from which to make
these judgments. See Schimmack et. d., op. cit., p. 359.



isolation means, that is, whether it reports something significant about the person slife or whether
dissmilar judgments are more significant.

The problem for the Subjective Assumption is that the arbitrariness of individud judgments
makesit impossible to use these judgments for measurement and comparison. After dl, if the various
judgments express different levels of satisfaction with life, whether a change in plans makes one’slife go
better or worse will depend on which of these judgmentsis used as a point of comparison. We need,
then, away of sorting the judgments in order to have an expression of aclearly defined leve of well-
being that we can compare to other such expressons. Oneway of putting the point isthat we need to
know the perspective from which assessments of life-satisfaction are relevant to our practical questions
about well-being. | intend to argue that this perspective is a normative congtruction rather than a
scientis’ s extrapolation of the data. Before we get to this argument, let me say alittle bit more about
this notion of a“perspective”.

One way to interpret the phenomenon of context-redivity isthet it reveasthat people have
different per spectives on thar lives depending on what thoughts are present when they make the
judgments about overdl life satisfaction. A perspective on one’slife is congtituted by one’ s norms,
vaues and commitments and the relative importance one gives to them at thetime” Wetake a
perspective when we make assessments of how our lives are going, or when we make specific
judgments in the service of deciding, choosing or planning. Because our attention to various things that
are important to us waxes and wanes, and because our particular circumstances can make some things
seem more important at a particular time, we can change our perspective and it can aso be manipulated
or changed for us. For example, a person who has just overcome athreset to her health might evaluate
her life from a pergpective in which hedlth is very important and she might think that her life is going very
well. At another time, when she is equdly hedlthy, but the vaue of hedlth has become less vivid to her,
she may think thet lifeisgoing lesswdll.

Now | want to argue that the solution to the problem that the context relativity of judgments of
ovedl life-satisfaction raises for the Subjective Assumption isto define a specific pergpective from
which JOL S should be made.

Firgt, as we have discussed, judgments about life-satisfaction vary with factors such as mood,
accessible information and comparison class. Unless there were away of obtaining assessments that
are completdy uninfluenced by these variables, eva uative judgments have to be made about which
factors create undesirable bias and which do not. Refusing to discriminate by accepting al JOLS does
not remove the problem because to do so isitself to make the normative judgment that al JOL S count
equaly. Second, if evauative judgments must be made, then we have left the domain of ample
extrapolation from the data. Talking in terms of the “perspective” from which the judgment is madeis
one way to represent our evauative standpoint in the context of judgments about life-satisfaction. So,

"By “vaues’ | mean the objects of people’s concerns, cares and commitments. No particular
view about the nature of valuesisimplied. For my own view of what vaues are see my “Humean
Heroism: Vdue Commitments and the Source of Normativity,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly,
Volume 81, No. 4, December 2000, pp. 426-446.



the argument for defining some perspectiveis, in anutshell, that accepting an evauative perspective
cannot be avoided.

The conclusion of this argument, just to darify, isthat articulating a particular evauetive
perspective is necessary for the purpose of using theories of well-being to address the kinds of practica
guestions I’ ve mentioned. A consideration of perspective is not necessarily required for theories of
well-being that are not intended to address these practica questions. Insofar asone’sinterest isin the
nature and shape of people’ s sdf-reports, or in how various features of context change people’s
immediate perceptions of their well-being, there is no need to articulate an evauative perspective.’®

To summarize, the context-rdativity of JOLS causes a problem for theories according to which
such judgments are necessary for well-being. Thisis so because if such theories are to be used to
answer our practical concerns, they need to provide the foundation for comparisons of levels of well-
being, but if judgments are reative to context, it is unclear which judgments are the relevant point of
comparison. One way to solve this problem is to specify the perspective from which one makes the
judgment, thereby narrowing the range of JOLS that count as necessary for well-being. Just aswe
might discount visua perceptions that occur when the perceiver iswearing dark glasses or taking
hallucinogens, so too we might discount a person' s judgments of overdl life- satisfaction when she does
not occupy the proper perspective. In the next section | defend a subjective account of the appropriate

perspective.

4. The Reflective Per spective
4.1. Subjective Perspective

In thinking about the right perspective to have, there are two important consderations. Firs,
the relevant perspective must address the practica purposeswe havein usng JOLS. Second, if we
think that positive assessments of how lifeis going are necessary for well-being, then the rdlevant
perspective must be one from which we are more likely to make positive judgments. A good place to
begin is with the question of whether the perspective we shoud occupy when assessing how our lives
are going is one that gives weight to specific vaues that are identified independently of subjects (e.g.,
hedlth, intimate relationships, achievement) or one from which the weight given to various valuesis
entirdy up to theindividud. | will argue for aversion of the latter, subjective, position, according to
which the values that ought to have pride of place in aperson s perspective are ultimately determined by
that person.

A subjective view is favored by both of the above consderations. It isan empirical question
what perspective will be more likely to produce postive judgments, and so | will not focus on thisissue.
Neverthdess, there is an obvious reason to think that a subjective perspective will be more likely to
produce positive judgments, that has to do with the nature of such judgments. If a person is asked to
take up a perspective that gives weight to externdly imposed vaues that she redly does not share, while
she may recognize that her lifeis going well with respect to these sandards, her assessment of her life

18| takeit that these interests are at least sometimes the interests that drive psychologists.
Philosophicd theories of well-being, however, are often intended to serve the practica purposes|
mentioned.
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will not be afull response to her life conditions that includes a positive affective response to them.

The second reason we should accept a subjective view of the correct perspective, and the most
important one for my purposes, is that this perspective makes the most sense for answering practica
questions from the first person point of view. If theories of well-being are to be action-guiding for
individuas interested in improving their lives, such theories need to connect their recommendations to
things that people dready take to give them reasonsto act. If thiswere not the case, people would not
take the theories as giving them advice that they had any reason to follow.

It is less obvious that the subjective perspective o makes sense when the theory of whichit is
apart is meant to answer other-regarding practica questions. Nevertheless, it scemsthat if we believe
that subjective endorsement of life conditionsis a necessary component of well-being, then the
subjective perspective is dill the right one. If life-satisfaction is a component of well-being, then
imposing externd vaues on the perspective of judgment will not tell us what we want to know about
other people. People may make different judgments about how their lives are going from a perspective
that features certain externdly imposed vaues, but these judgments will not expresstheir satisfaction
with their lives

To say more about the gpplication to other-regarding practical problems raises complex issues
that are beyond the scope of this paper. The view that we Smply rely on others subjective
perspectives to tell us how to increase their well-being is problematic because we are not dwaysin a
position to know what others perspectives are. In such cases we have to make assessments of how
people’slives are going on their behdf. When we do this, the question becomes whether we should
evduate their lives from their points of view or whether we should impose our own values on them.
Even if we hold that pogitive assessments of one’ s life are necessary for well-being, thereis no easy
answer herefor severa reasons. First, we do not aways have access to others' values or perspectives.
sometimes these others do not yet exist (as in the case of future generations) or have not yet developed
vaues (children, for instance) and sometimes we are too far (culturaly or geographicaly) from the
othersto grasp their perspectives. Second, in some cases we have reason to believe that the values
people express are not redlly the values they endorse. This may be due to oppression, lack of
knowledge of options, or other factors. Notice, however, that these reasons for forgoing the subjective
perspective are compatible with taking this pergpective to be of primary importance dthough we
recognize that we cannot dways accessit in other people.

4.2 Constraints on the Subjective Perspective

Importantly, the subjective interpretation of the appropriate perspective for JOL S does not
imply that there are no congraints on these judgments et al. In fact, we ought to avoid taking the
extreme view that there are no constraints on gppropriate perspective. If there were no congtraints on
the judgments a al, we would be back where we started with awidely dispersed collection of various
judgments and no specific pattern to count as our point of comparison. So, our perspective needs to
have some congraints, but these congtraints must not be ones that alow the person making the
judgment to be motivationdly detached from the recommendations thet follow from the judgment. We
will now consder what these congtraints might be.

The pergpective that aperson has on her life overal includes more than just her values. Vaues
(what a person cares about or is committed to) have different degrees of importance and, therefore,
different weights in decison making. Further, norms of reflection dso play arolein perspective. The
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weights of various vaues would not make a difference in decison making if we did not hold that
decisons ought to be made by paying most attention to what has most importance. These three features
of perspective — values, their degrees of importance, and norms of reflection — shape each other in
important ways. Therefore, without importing objective sandards into our procedure, we can formulate
an gppropriate perspective from which to assess our lives by atending to al three of these features at
once.

The way these three features of perspective shape each other can best be seen by thinking
through some examples. For instance, sudies that reved correlations between discontentment and
putting high priority on gaining materiad goods can help shape the perspective it makes sense for usto
have.’® If we arefairly certain that discontentment is a bad thing that we want to avoid (and thisisa
disvaue about which most of us are confident), then it will make sense to take up a perspective of
evauation in which we downplay, or give less weight to, the importance of materid goods and the facts
about how to achieve them. Similarly, we can see that the norm of reflection that tells us to attend to
the facts in our assessmentsis supported by a commitment to choosing things that we will not regret
later (in other words, a commitment to the importance of our future). Ignoring the factsin making
decisons makes it more likely that the world will frusirate one’ s plans and choices.

The perspective we' ve described now is one in which a person considers her values to the right
degree and on the basis of rdevant information, given what she vaues most as determined by reflection
in accordance with the norms of reflection she accepts. Let uscal this perspective “the reflective
perspective”. It will be useful to forestal two misconceptions one might have about the reflective
perspective. Firgt, the reflective perspective need not be a highly intellectua perspective thet is devoid
of emotion and affect. Our vaue commitments require emotiona attachment and much of the
information that is important to our evauative stance is derived from our emaotiond responses to the
world. Second, the reflective perspective is not necessarily static. Core values may change, mature and
develop and thisis consistent with reflection. The reflective perspectiveis likely to have some stability
over time because changes in core vaues do not happen over night; neverthel ess, the exact makeup of
the reflective perspective can change over time. The important point is that the reflective perspective
will not change dramatically across contexts that cause variance in JOLS. My suggestion, then, isthat
the judgments of overdl life- satisfaction made from the reflective perspective are the ones that are
rdevant to well-bang.**

It isimportant now to consider how the above account of perspective solves our problem: how
does the reflective perspective narrow the range of JOLS to be considered relevant to well-being? One
might think that this account doesi t narrow the range of relevant judgments a al, snceit is necessarily

For such evidence see Tim Kasser, The High Cost of Materialism (Cambridge, Mass.: The
MIT Press, 2002).

20f course, this is true on the assumption that having materialistic causes discontentment and
not, or at least not entirely, the other way around.

2! argue that such a perspective counts as avirtue in my “Perspective: A Prudentia Virtue”
American Philosophical Quarterly, Volume 39, No. 4, Oct. 2002, pp. 305-324.
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the case that a person will bring her own vaues and norms to bear on judgments of overal life-
satisfaction. Whileit istrue that people can't escape their own vaues in some sensg, it is aso true that
people do not dways employ their values in making judgmentsin the right way. People sometimes
forget the vaues that they hold most dear or they forget the relative importance they think their values
have. Didractions and changesin context can make us give ingppropriate weight to what is most
important to us when we think about it, and instead evauate our lives on the basis of desiresfor things
that do not represent abiding values. For example, the thrill of new romantic relationships can cause us
to ignore our friends and our work and to make decisions that sacrifice some of the things we care most
about. Thisisn't necessarily inappropriate if we care deeply about having a romantic relationship, but it
can be inappropriate if the sacrifices are, as they sometimes are, great and the rewards of the
relaionship smdl.

The reflective perspective corrects for these forms of bias and removes many of the sources of
vaidion in judgments of overdl life-satisfaction. It doesthis by drawing a person's atention to the facts
that are most relevant to her core commitments. The reflective perspective provides a framework for
evauating how one’slifeis going that forces one to pay attention to certain things that one might
otherwise ignore or downplay. For example, from the reflective perspective a person who vaues
physical hedth more than money will think about her good fortune as compared to others with respect
to hedth, and will not dwell on facts about how her possessions compare to what the Joneses have.

One might object to the above description of the way in which we can discover and refine the
perspective from which we ought to assess our lives that people do not have any findly worked out
views on this matter. So, if it is only judgments made from such a perspective that count toward well-
being, most people will just be missing this dement and this seems unsatisfactory.

There are two ways to respond to this objection. First, the fact that we can articulate the
reflective process by which one can define the appropriate perspective does not mean that everyone
must engage in this kind of explicit reflection in order to have such a perspective. People do have vaues
and norms of reflection, even if they are not terribly articulate about them, and we can and do improve
our perspectives without thinking very explicitly that thisiswhat we are doing. Nor should we think it is
impossible for people to improve their perspective by engaging in reflection about it. For one thing,
people can learn from others what the right perspective is, asin the example above about materiaigtic
vaues and various markers of happiness.

Second, a reflective perspective can limit the range of JOL Sthat are relevant to well-being, and
thereforeit can direct usto a determinate point of comparison, without its being an idedlly appropriate
perspective. What we need from the notion of perspective is away to sort the data points, as we might
cal them. Reflective pergpectives certainly come in degrees and aless than fully reflective perspective
dill gives usamechaniam for this sorting. We need not be at the end of the process of coming to a
perspective that is most coherent and most likely to lead to positive judgments for the addition of
perspective to provide a solution to the problem of context reldivity.

4.3. Justifying Idealizing Constraints on JOLS

A surprising result of the previous discusson is that we have ended up with anovel argument for
idedlizing condraints on judgments about well-being, and hence on well-being itsdf. Usudly, such
arguments rely on intuitions about what counts as contributing to a person's good. For example, take
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Peter Railton's case of dehydrated Lonnie who needs dear fluids, but wants milk which will make him
sick.? Theintuition Railton pumpsin this case is the intuition that uninformed Lonnie does not know
what is good for him: his desire for milk mideads him and his judgments about what is best for him are
fdse. Such cases are used asthe basis for arguments that only fully informed desires are relevant to
wdl-being.

What we have established in the above discusson is an argument for idedlizing condrants on
judgments about well-being thet relies on the need — both psychologica and philosophica —for a
specification of the relevant assessments of how our lives are going. This argument circumscribes a
subset of assessments of overdl life-satisfaction by apped to sources of variation in the whole set of
such judgments. In essence, the argument for perspectiveis that in deliberation we use our assessments
about how things are going now to form plans to make life go better (or continue to go well) in the
future. If thereisno particular fact of the matter about how things are going now, such reflection cannot
be very fruitful. Articulating the relevant perspective from which such judgments are to be made gives
us afact of the matter upon which to base our judgments. While the defense of particular congtraints
may rely on intuitions about cases, the argument for thinking there must be some congtraints does not.%
Instead, we have an argument for idedlizing condraints on people’ s responses to the conditions of their
livesthat is based on a practical need for a determinate perspective of assessment. Thisis, at leaest, a
different argument from the argument based on intuitions about cases and, therefore, it adds independent
judtification to the view that such condraints are necessary.

Of coursg, it is not enough to limit the range of judgments we consder, we a'so need a
judtification for limiting them in this particular way. If our judtification is solely that limiting consderation
to a subset of judgments solves a problem for the gpplication of philosophical theories, the justification
will bead hoc. For example, we could narrow the range of relevant JOL S by inssting that a person
compare her life to the life of someone being tortured for eternity, but this would be arbitrary and
unilluminating about the nature of wel-being. The second task, then, isto motivate this perspective as
the perspective from which it makes sense to assess how our livesare going. | take it that thisisa
normative question: how is the perspective defined one that we have good reason to try to occupy?

This question has aready answer: the reflective perspective cannot seem arbitrary from the
point of view of the person taking it up because it is made up of the very vaues and normsto which she
isdready committed. The reasons we have to take up the reflective perspective derive from the norms
and vauestha condituteit. There are dso some intuitively plausible practica reasons for taking up the
reflective perspective. These reasons necessarily make assumptions about what well-being is, but these
assumptions are widespread enough that it makes sense to mention them. One practical reason to teke
up the reflective perspective derives from the difficulty of attending to the right things when we evauate
how our livesare going. Given this difficulty, cultivating a perspective from which our core vaues are
given appropriate weight can help us to make better decisions and plans and, therefore, to assess our

?2«Mora Redlism,” The Philosophical Review XCV, No. 2, April 1986, pp. 163-207.

At least not entirdy. The arguments against hedonism — an important aternative to the
perspective solution — may rely on intuitions or considered judgments about cases.
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own lives as going better when we next reflect on the matter. By considering our deepest values (the
oneswe are most certain about) and by discovering what other values and commitments fecilitate these,
we can tailor our perspective to one from which these vaues will be promoted in our decision making.
In thisway, the tailoring and cultivation of perspective can help usto achieve more of something we
vaue with great certainty (in this case, contentrment).?

Further, cultivating a hedthy perspective from which to evauate our lives may have the good
effect of focusing our energy and attention on these core values even when we are not in the reflective
mode. Itisacommon experience to reflect on what redly matters and to find that the things that are
occupying most of our atention are not the things we really think are important. We often say thet a
person in this Stuation “has no perspective”. The fact that we ve made an effort to construct and inhabit
a perspective from which to evauate our lives that we approve and that is congstent with our core
vaues may help to make these core vaues more present when we are Smply reacting to daly events.

4. Conclusion

Psychologica studies show usthat our judgments of overdl life-satisfaction are rdative to
context. Our own experience supports thisfinding. This might seem to be disturbing news for those
who think thet life-satisfaction is the essence of, or at least a part of, well-being, but | think that these
findings should instead be seen as an opportunity to reflect on the pergpective we ought to have when
thinking about how our lives are going. | have argued that judgments made from a perspective
characterized by attention to core vaues and norms of reflection are the ones we should focus on when
we are engaged in the practica project of thinking about how to live well. Happily, thereis reason to
expect that taking such a perspective will contribute to people’ swdl-being in other waystoo. This
lends support to the idea that thisinformed and reflective perspective is the one we should attend to in
theorizing about well-being.

Oneinteregting implication of the argument of this paper isthat thinking about the practica
purpose of atheory of wdl-being might affect how we think of wdl-beng itsdf. If wdl-bangis
something that is supposed to provide agod for us, and if in order to figure asagod in our planning and
reasoning we need to make judgments from a particular perspective, then occupying this perspectiveis
important for well-being itsdf. Thisisto say that the kind of concept ‘wel-being’ is supposed to be
imposes condraints on its content. Does this mean that whether or not achieving postive JOLS from a
reflective perspective contributes to our well-being is not an empirica question? Of course, if well-
being is pleasure, or if it is defined in terms of low rates of drug addiction, suicide and s0 on, then this
catanly is an empirica question. But if we have no preconceived notion of what ‘well-being’ conssts
in—if that isthe subject of invedtigation — then the question may not be empiricd. To darify, if well-
being isto be (as a conceptua meatter) akey god of life, then it has to be something that can function as
agod. Thismeansthat it hasto be possble to achieve it and that we have to know what counts as

*Empirica studies, then, can be ussful in the process of tailoring one’ s perspective. In fat, this
isoneway to interpret what psychologists are doing when they use multiple measures to establish
corrdaions that are relevant to well-being: they are trying to connect their findings to something that
most people vaue and care about so that these findings will have a practica point.
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moving towards or away fromit. Postive JOL S made from the reflective pergpective can function as
thiskind of god.

The move from thinking that positive JOL S from the reflective perspective can function asthis
god to the clam that such podtive JOLS are condtitutive of well-being invites two important questions.
Fird, are there other things that could function equaly well asagod? Some may decide that the
problems with JOLS warrant giving up on overdl life- satisfaction as a component of well-being and
finding something to put in its place. 1 think the popularity of overdl life-satisfaction as ameasure of
wel-being among psychologists spesks to its intuitive gpped, but | have not ruled out the possbility that
there are other goals that could fill the bill. Others may think that the introduction of perspective isthe
right way to go, but disagree with the particular perspective | have articulated. For example, Stephen
Dawall might argue that the right perspective from which to assess one’ s life is the perspective of a
person who cares about you.?

Second, if there are other ways of filling out the details of *wel-being’ such that it can function
asagoal, what does overdl life- satisfaction form areflective perspective have going for it? What
makes it a better goal than the others? | have suggested that the reflective perspective is one that
people dready see themsdves as having a reason to take up; it istherefore anaturd choice for a
practical god. | have aso suggested that thereis reason to think that taking up the reflective perspective
will eiminate some common sources of unhappiness such as obsessing about what you don't have and
comparing yoursdf to those who have more on some dimension that you don't actudly care about.

When it comes to explaining why positive JOL S from areflective perspective are an aitractive
god, there are certainly important empirical questionsto ask: First, do people redly have core
vaues and are they capable of discovering them? The answer to this question may depend on how
stable core vaues are meant to be and on whether core values are subject to context effects in the same
way that JOL'S are subject to context effects. Second, does reflective endorsement of life on the basis
of one’ s core vaues correate with other aspects of well-being? For example, will reflective
endorsement track menta hedlth, low suicide rates, low rates of drug addiction, and so on? Here we
can see that just as philosophica reflection on findings in psychology might shape the way philosophers
think about well-being, so too philosophica andyssthat isinformed by empirical psychology might
suggest future avenues for empirica research.

*See his book, Welfare and Rational Care, (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University
Press, 2002) and his paper for the workshop, “The Concept of Welfare'.



