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ABSTRACT

Utilitarian philosophy holds that public policy should aim at greater happiness for a
greater number of people. This moral theory meets many objections, on pragmatic
groundsit is denounced as unfeasible and on ideological grounds as undesirable. As
aresult the principle is marginal in policy making. In this paper | consider these
classic philosophical qualmsin the light of recent empirical research on life-
satisfaction. The data show first of all that the principleis feasible; happiness of a
great number is possible in contemporary conditions and it is also possible to create
more of it. The data also show that the promotion of happiness does not conflict with
other values; happiness requires conditions that we value, such as freedom, and
happiness fosters matters that we value, such as good health and civil behaviour.

Keywords. Happiness, life satisfaction, subjective wellbeing, utilitarianism, research
synthesis, value of happiness, cross-cultural

THE GREATEST HAPPINESS PRINCIPLE

During the Middle Agesit was widely believed that happinessis not possible in
earthly life and that the basis of morality isin the word of God. These views were
contested in the * Enlightenment’ ; happiness came to be seen as attainable and
morality was regarded as man-made. A lively discussion on the relation between
happiness and morality emerged (Mauzi 1960, Buijs 2007) and in that climate an
instrumental view on morality appeared, in which ethical codes are seen as ways of
securing a happy life.

Much of that enlighted thought is reflected in Jeremy Bentham'’s (1789)
‘Introduction to morals and legidlation’. Bentham argues that the moral quality of
action should be judged by its consequences on human happiness and in that line he
claims that we should aim at the * greatest happiness for the greatest number’.
Bentham defined happiness in terms of psychological experience, as ‘the sum of
pleasures and pains . His philosophy is known as‘ utilitarianism’, because of its
emphasis on the utility of behavioral consequences. ‘Happyism’ would have been a
better name, since this utility is seen as contribution to happiness.

When applied at the level of individual choice (actor utilitarianism), this tenet
runs into some difficulties. One problem is that often one cannot foresee what the
balance of effects on happiness will be. Another problem is that the principle deems
well-intended behavior to be amoral if it happensto pan out adversely. Imagine the
case of aloving mother who saves the life of her sick child, a child that grows up to
be a criminal; mothers can seldom foresee a child’ s future and can hardly be
reproached for their unconditional motherly love.
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1.2

The principleis better suited for judging general rules, such as the rule that
mothers should care for their sick children. It isfairly evident that adherence to this
rule will add to the happiness of a great number. Following such rulesis then morally
correct, even if consequences might be negative in a particular case. Thisvariant is
known as ‘ Rule-Utilitarianism’.

When applied to public policy the principle is also called ‘ Political
Utilitarianism’ and holds that institutions, laws and social policy should maximize
happiness. Bentham used the greatest happiness principle in that way and discussed
the implications of that principle for property laws and the death penalty. Interest in
such applications is rising these days. For example, Layard (2005) pleas on this
ground for higher income tax and more investment in mental health care.

Objections against the principle

The greatest happiness principle iswell known, and it is a standard subject in every
introduction to moral philosophy. Y et the principle is seldom put into practice. Why is
this? The answer to this question is also to be found in most introductory philosophy
books: Utilitarianism istypically rejected, both on pragmatic and on moral grounds.

Pragmatic objections

Application of the greatest happiness principle requires that we know what happiness
is and that we can predict the consequences of behavioral alternativesonit. It also
requires that we can check the results of applying this principle, that is, that we can
measure resulting gainsin happiness. At amore basic level the principle assumes that
happiness can be affected by what we do.

All of thisistypically denied. It is claimed that happinessis an elusive
concept, and one that we cannot measure. As a consequence we can only make
guesses about the effects on happiness on behavioral aternatives and can never verify
our suppositions. Some even see happiness as an immutable trait that cannot be
influenced. Such criticism often ends with the conclusion that we would do better to
stick to more pal pable seasoned virtues, such as ‘justice’ and ‘equality’.

Moral objections

The main ethical objection holds that the ‘ greatest happiness principle’ justifies a
moral means, such as genetic manipulation, mind-control and dictatorship. Another
common objection is that happiness is mere pleasure or an illusionary matter and
hence not very valuablein and of itself. It is also claimed that happiness spoils; in
particular that it fosters irresponsible consumerism and that it makes us less sensitive
to the suffering of others. Much of these ethical qualms feature in Huxley’s (1935)
‘Brave New World'.

Plan of this paper

All thisisarmchair theorizing, mainly by philosophers and novelists. How do these
objections stand up to empirical tests? Below | will first consider the pragmatic
objections and next the ideological qualms. | will draw on the empirical findings on
happiness gathered in the World Database of Happiness (V eenhoven 2010).
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2.2

ISHAPPINESS A PRACTICABLE GOAL?

Pragmatic objections against the greatest happiness principle are many. The most
basic objection is that happiness cannot be defined and that all talk about happinessis
therefore mere rhetoric. The second objection is that happiness cannot be measured,
so that we can never establish an absolute degree and number for happiness. A third
objection holds that lasting happiness of a great number is not possible, that we can at
best find some relief in fleeting moments of delusion. The last claim is that we cannot
bring about happiness. These objections will strike many readers of thisjourna as
outdated. Still it is useful to consider the evidence for and against for each of them.

Can happiness be defined?

The word happiness has different meanings and these meanings are often mixed up,
which gives the concept a reputation for being elusive. Y et a‘ confusion of tongues
about aword does not mean that no substantive meaning can be defined. Let us
consider what meanings are involved and which of these is most appropriate asafina
policy aim.

Four qualities of life

When used in a broad sense, the word happiness is synonymous with ‘quality of life
or 'well-being'. In thismeaning it denotes that life is good, but does not specify what
isgood about life. The word is also used in more specific ways, and these can be
clarified with the help of the classification of qualities of life presented in Scheme 1.
This classification of meanings depends on two distinctions.

Verticaly thereis a difference between chances for agood life and actual
outcomes of life. Chances and outcomes are related, but are certainly not the same.
Chances can fail to be realized, due to stupidity or bad luck. Conversely, people
sometimes make much of their life in spite of poor opportunities. This distinction is quite
common in the field of public-health research. Pre-conditions for good health, such as
adequate nutrition and professional care are seldom confused up with hedlth itself. Yet
means and ends are less well distinguished in the discussion on happiness.

Horizontally there is a distinction between 'externa’ and ‘internal’ qualities. In the
first case the quality isin the environment, in the latter it isin the individual. Lane (1996)
made this distinction clear by emphasizing 'quality of persons. Thisdistinction isaso
quite commonly made in public health. External pathogens are distinguished from inner
afflictions, and researcherstry to identify the mechanisms by which the former produce
the latter and the conditions in which thisismore or lesslikely. Y et again thisbasic
insight islacking in many discussions about happiness.

Together, these two dichotomies mark four qualities of life, all of which have
been denoted by the word 'happiness.

Livability of the environment
The left top quadrant denotes the meaning of good living conditions. Often the terms
‘quality-of-life' and ‘wellbeing' are used in this particular meaning, especially in the
writings of ecologists and sociologists. Economists sometimes use the term ‘welfare' for
this meaning. 'Livability' is abetter word, because it refers explicitly to a characteristic of
the environment and does not carry the connotation of Paradise.

Politicians and social reformerstypically stressthis quality of life.
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Life-ability of the person
The right top quadrant denotesinner life-chances. That is. how well we are equipped to
cope with the problems of life. This aspect of the good life is aso known by different
names. Especially doctors and psychol ogists aso use the terms ‘quality of life' and
‘wellbeing' to denote this specific meaning. There are more names however. In biology
the phenomenon isreferred to as 'adaptive potentia’. On other occasionsit is denoted by
the medical term *health’, in the medium variant of the word?. Sen (1992) callsthis
quality of life variant ‘capability’. | prefer the smple term ‘life-ability’, which contrasts
elegantly with 'livability'.

Thisquality of lifeis centra in the thinking of therapists and educators.

Utility of life
The left bottom quadrant represents the notion that a good life must be good for
something more than itself. This presumes some higher value, such as ecological
preservation or cultural development. In fact, thereisamyriad of values on which the
utility of life can be judged. There is no current generic for these externa turnouts of life.
Gerson (1976: 795) referred to these kinds as 'transcendental’ conceptions of quality of
life. Another appellation is'meaning of life', which then denotes 'true’ significance
instead of mere subjective sense of meaning. | prefer the more smple 'utility of life,
admitting that this |abel may also give rise to misunderstanding®.

Moral advisors, such as your pastor, emphasize this quality of life.

Satisfaction with life
Finally, the bottom right quadrant represents the inner outcomes of life. That isthe
quality in the eye of the beholder. Aswe dea with conscious humansthis quality boils
down to subjective appreciation of life. Thisis commonly referred to by terms such as
'subjective wellbeing', life-satisfaction’ and 'happiness' in alimited sense of the word”.
Life has more of this quality, the more and the longer it isenjoyed. In fairy talesthis
combination of intensity and duration is denoted with the phrase ‘they lived happily ever
after'.

Thereis no professional interest group that stresses this meaning, and this seems
to be one of the reasons for the reservations surrounding the greatest happiness principle.

Which of these four meanings of the word happinessis most appropriate as an end-goal
for social policy? | think the last one. Commonly policy aims at improving life-chances
by, for example, providing better housing or education, that is, in the upper half of
scheme 1. Yet moreis not always better and some opportunities may be more critical
than others. The very problemis that we need a criterion to assign priorities among the
many life-chances policymakers want to improve. That criterion should be found in the
outcomes of life, so in the lower half of scheme 1. There, ‘utility’ provides no workable
criterion, since externa effects are many and can be valued differently. 'Satisfaction with
life' isabetter criterion, since it reflects the degree to which external living-conditions
fit' with inner life-abilities. Satisfaction is also the subjective experience Jeremy
Bentham had in mind.

Four kinds of satisfaction

This brings us to the question of what 'satisfaction’ is precisely. Thisisaso aword
with multiple meanings and again we can elucidate these meaning using asimple
scheme. Scheme 2 is based on two distinctions; vertically between satisfaction with
'parts of life versus satisfaction with life ‘as-a-whol€', and horizontally between
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'passing’ satisfaction and 'enduring’ satisfaction. These two bi-partitions yield again a
four-fold taxonomy.

Pleasures

Passing satisfaction with a part of lifeis called 'pleasure’. Pleasures can be sensoric,
such as aglass of good wine, or mental, such as the reading of thistext. The ideathat
we should maximize such satisfactionsis called 'hedonism'.

Part-satisfactions

Enduring satisfaction with apart of lifeisreferred to as 'part-satisfaction’. Such
satisfactions can concern adomain of life, such as working-life, and aspects of life,
such asits variety. Sometimes the word happinessis used for such part-satisfactions,
in particular for satisfaction with one’'s career.

Peak-experience

Passing satisfaction can be about life-as-a-whole, in particular when the experienceis
intense and 'oceanic'. This kind of satisfaction isusually referred to as 'peak-
experience’. When poets write about happiness they usually describe an experience of
thiskind. Likewise religious writings use the word happiness often in the sense of a
mystical ecstasis. Another word for this type of satisfaction is'Enlightenment'.

Life-satisfaction

Enduring satisfaction with one's life-as-a-whole is called 'life-satisfaction’ and aso
commonly referred to as 'happiness. Thisisthe kind of satisfaction Bentham seemsto
have had in mind when he described happiness as the 'sum of pleasures and pains.
Elsewhere | have delineated this concept in more detail and defined happiness as 'the
overall appreciation of one's life-as-awhole' (Veenhoven 1984, 2000a).

In my view, life-satisfaction is most appropriate as a policy goal. Enduring
satisfaction is clearly more valuable than passing satisfactions and satisfaction with
life-as-a-wholeis a'so of more worth than mere part-satisfaction. Moreover, life-
satisfaction is probably of greater significance, since it signals the degree to which
human needs are being met. | will come back to this point | ater.

Components of happiness
There are different views on what ‘ satisfaction” with lifeis precisely. Some authors
see that as an affective state and equate happiness with good feelings (e.g. Wessman
& Ricks (1966: 240/1). Others see satisfaction rather as a cognitive judgment, e.g.
McDowel & Newell (1987: 204) describe life-satisfaction as a*“ Personal assessment
of one's condition compared to an external reference standard or to one’'s aspirations”.
Several authors assume that both affect and cognition are involved. Diener defines
‘Subjective Well-Being' (SWB) as being satisfied with life (cognition), while feeling
good (affect) (Diener et al 1997: 25). Likewise Sumner (1997: 145/6) describes
‘being happy’ as”..having a certain kind of positive attitude toward your life, which
in the fullest form has both a cognitive and an affective component.

| follow that latter view, assuming that humans are capable of evaluating their
lifein two ways. We have in common with al higher animals that we can appraise
our situation affectively. We feel good or bad about particular things and our mood
level signals overall adaptation. Asin animals these affective appraisals are
automatic, but unlike other animals, humans can reflect on this experience. We have



an idea of how we have felt over the last year, while a cat does not. Humans can also
judge life cognitively by comparing life-as-it-is with notions of how-it-should-be.

Most human evaluations are based on both sources of information, that is:
intuitive affective appraisal and cognitively guided evaluation. The mix depends
mainly on the object. Tangible things such as our income are typically evaluated by
comparison; intangible matters such as sexual attractiveness are evaluated by how it
feels. In the case of our life-as-a-whole, these appraisals do not necessarily coincide.
We may feel fine generally, but nevertheless be aware that we failed to realize our
aspirations. Or we may have surpassed our aspirations, but nevertheless feel
miserable.

| refer to these components as hedonic level of affect and contentment and see
them as sub-totals in the inclusive evaluation of life, which | call overall happiness.
Thisdistinction is discussed in more detail in Veenhoven (1984 ch2). It fitsa common
distinction in philosophy between three views on happiness:. the * hedonistic view’, the
‘desire fulfillment’ view and the ‘hybrid’ view (Parfit 1984).

Hedonic level of affect

Hedonic level of affect is the degree to which various affects that someone
experiences are pleasant in character and thisreflects typically in “mood’. A person's
average hedonic level of affect can be assessed over different periods of time: an
hour, aweek, ayear, aswell asover alifetime. The focus here is on 'characteristic'
hedonic level. That is so to say: the average over along time-span such as a month or
ayear. The concept does not presume subjective awareness of that average level.

Contentment

Contentment is the degree to which an individual perceives higher aspirations are
met. The concept presupposes that the individual has developed some conscious
wants and has formed an idea about their realization. The factual correctness of this
ideais not at stake. The concept concerns the individual's subjective perception.

Preponderance of affect

There is mounting evidence that affective experience dominates the overall evaluation
of life (Veenhoven 2009). Thisfits the theory that affects are the basic orientation
system in mammals and that cognition evolved later in evolution and functions as an
addition rather than as a substitute.

In sum
Happiness can be defined as the 'overall enjoyment of one's life as-a-whol€e'. This
encompassing judgment is based on both affective and cognitive appraisals of life.

CAN HAPPINESS BE MEASURED?

A common objection against the 'greatest happiness principl€' is that happiness cannot
be measured. This objection applies to most of the above-discussed meanings of the
word, but does it apply to happinessin the sense of life-satisfaction?

By definition, happinessis something we have on our mind and consequently
we can measure happiness using questions. That is, simply asking people how much
they enjoy their life-as-a-whole. Questions on happiness can be posed in various
contexts; clinical interviews, life-review questionnaires and survey interviews. The



guestions can also be posed in different ways; directly or indirectly, and by means of
single or multiple questions.

Self-reports

There are many reservations about self-report measures of happiness: people might
not be able to oversee their life, self-defense might distort the judgment and social
desirability could give rise to rosy answers. Because of this, early investigators
experimented with indirect questioning. Happiness was measured by aclinical
interview, by content analysis of diaries and using projective methods such as the
Thematic Apperception Test. These methods are quite laborious and their validity is
not beyond doubt. Hence, direct questions have aso been used from the beginning. A
careful comparison of these methods showed that direct questioning yields the same
information at alower cost (Wessman & Ricks, 1966).

Common survey questions

Because happiness can be measured with single direct questions, it has become a
common item in large-scale surveys among the general population in many countries.
A common question reads:

Taking all together, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you currently with your life as awhole?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Dissatisfied Satisfied

Many more questions and answer formats have been used. All acceptableitems are
documented in full detail in the collection of ‘ Measures of happiness', which is part of
the 'World Database of Happiness' (Veenhoven 2010).

Validity

Though these questions are fairly clear, responses can be flawed in severa ways.
Responses may reflect how happy people think they should be rather than how happy
they actually feel and it is also possible that people present themselves happier as than
they actually are. These suspicions have given rise to numerous validation studies.
Elsewhere | have reviewed this research and concluded that there is no evidence that
responses to these questions measure something other than what they are meant to
measure (V eenhoven 1984: chapter 3, 1998). Though thisis no guarantee that
research will never reveal a deficiency, we can trust these measures of happiness for
the time being.

Reliability

Research has also shown that responses are affected by minor variations in wording
and ordering of questions and by situational factors, such as the race of the
interviewer or the weather. As aresult the same person may score 6 in one
investigation and 7 in another. Thislack of precision hampers analyses at the
individual level. It isless of a problem when average happinessin groupsis
compared, since random fluctuations tend to balance. Thisistypically the case when
happinessis used in policy evaluation.



Comparability

Still, the objection is made that responses on such questions are not comparable,
because a score of 6 does not mean the same for everybody.

A common philosophical argument for this position is that happiness depends
on the realization of wants and that these wants differ across persons and cultures
(Smart & Williams 1973). Yet it isnot at al sure that happiness depends on the
realization of idiosyncratic wants. The available data are more in line with the theory
that it depends on the gratification of universal needs (Veenhoven 1991, 2009). | will
come back on this point in the later discussion on the ‘signal function’ of happiness.

A related qualm holds that is happiness atypical western concept that is not
recognized in other cultures. Y et happiness appears to be a universal emotion that is
recognized in facial expression all over the world (Ekman & Friesen 1975) and for
which words exists in all languages. Consequently the non-response to question about
happiness appears to be low all over the world (Veenhoven 2010D).

Another objection is that happiness is a unique experience that cannot be
communicated on an equivalent scale. This qualm roots also in a constructivist view
of man. Y et from an evolutionary point of view it isunlikely that we differ very
much. Asin the case of pain, there will be acommon human spectrum of experience.
In the related functional ‘signal’ view of affect it is not plausible either that happiness
is something idiosyncratic. The dataalso tell a different story. If happiness cannot be
communicated on an equivalent scale, there will be little correlation between
subj ective happiness and objective living conditions. Y et research shows several
sizable correlations, some of which are presented in the schemes 5, 8 and 9 of this
paper.

Lastly there is methodol ogical reservation about possible cultural-biasin the
measurement of happiness, due to problems with translation of keywords and cultural
variation in response tendencies. Elsewhere | have looked for empirical evidence for
these distortions, but did not find any (Veenhoven 1993: chapter 5).

In sum

Happiness as life-satisfaction is measurable with direct questioning and is well
comparable across persons and nations. Hence happiness of a great number can be
assessed using surveys.

ISHAPPINESS POSSIBLE?

Aiming at happiness for a great number has often been denounced as 'illusionary"
because long-term term happiness is afantasy and certainly not happiness for a great
number. This criticism has many fathers. In some religions the belief is that man has
been expelled from Paradise: earthly existence is not to be enjoyed, we are hereto
chasten our souls.

Classic psychologists have advanced more profane reasons. Freud (1929) saw
happiness as a short-lived orgasmic experience that comes forth from the release of
primitive urges. Hence he believed that happiness is not compatible with the demands
of civilized society and that modern man is therefore doomed to chronic unhappiness.
In the same vein, Adorno believed that happiness is a mere temporary mental escape
from misery, mostly at the cost of reality control (Rath 2002).

The psychological literature on 'adaptation’ is less pessimistic, but it too denies
the possibility of enduring happiness for a great number. It assumes that aspirations
follow achievements, and hence concludes that happiness does not last. It isaso
inferred that periods of happiness and unhappiness oscillate over alifetime and that
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the average level istherefore typically neutral. Likewise, social comparison is also
seen to result in aneutral average and enduring happinessis only possible for a'happy
few' (Brickman & Campbell 1971).

If all thisistrue, utilitarians can still go for the least possible unhappiness, but
must miss out on the progress optimism from which the idea emerged.

Enduring happiness

Scheme 3 presents the distribution for responses to the 10-step question on life-
satisfaction in the UK. The most frequent responses are 7, 8 and 9 and less than 10 %
scores below neutral. The averageis 7,2. Thisresult implies that most inhabitants of
the UK must feel happy most of the time. That view has been corroborated by yearly
follow-up studies over many years (Ehrhardt et al 2000) and by studies that use the
technique of experience sampling (Schimmack, U. & Diener, E. 2003).

Happiness for a great number

The high level of happinessis not unique to the UK. Scheme 4 shows similar averages
in other western nations. In fact, average happiness tends to be above neutral in most
countries of the world. So happiness for a great number is apparently possible. All this
isin flat contradiction to Freudian theory, which predicts averages below 4
everywhere and al so defies adaptation theory that predicts universal averages around
5.

In sum
Enduring happiness for a great number of peopleis possible.

CAN HAPPINESS BE MANUFACTURED?

The observation that most people can be happy does mean that they can be made
happier by public policy. Like the wind, happiness could be a natural phenomenon
beyond our control. Several arguments have been raised in support of this view.

A common reasoning holds that happiness is too complex athing to be
controlled. Inthislineit isargued that conditions for happiness differ across cultures
and the dynamics of happiness are of a chaotic nature, and one that will probably
never be sufficiently understood.

The claim that happiness is not makable is aso argumented with areversed
reasoning. The reasoning is then that we understand happiness sufficiently well to
realize that it cannot be raised. One argument is that happiness depends on
comparison and that any improvement is therefore nullified by ‘reference drift'
(VanPraag 1993). Another claim in this context is that happinessis atrait-like matter
and hence not sensitive to any improvement in living conditions at all.

All this boils down to the conclusion that planned promotion of happinessis
anillusion.

Can we know conditions for happiness?

Asin the case of 'health’, conditions for happiness can be charted inductively using
epidemiological research. Many such studies have been performed over the last
decade. The results are documented in the earlier mentioned World Database of
Happiness (Veenhoven 2010) and summarized in reviews by Argyle (2002), Diener



(1999), Layard (2005) and Veenhoven (1984, 1997). What does this research teach us
about conditions for happiness?

External conditions

Happiness research has focused very much on social conditions for happiness. These
conditions are studied at two levels, at the macro level there are studies about the kind
of society where people have the happiest lives and at the micro level thereisalot of
research about differences in happiness across socia positionsin society. As yet there
islittle research at the meso level. Little is known about the relation between
happiness and labor-organization, for example.

Livability of society

In Scheme 4 we have seen that average happiness differs greatly across nations.
Scheme 5 shows that there is system in these differences. People live happier in rich
nations than in poor ones and happinessis also higher in nations characterized by rule
of law, freedom, good citizenship, cultural pluriformity and modernity. Not
everything deemed desirable is related however. Income equality in nations appears to
be unrelated to average happiness (Berg & Veenhoven 2010) and thereisno
relationship either between expenditures for social security and average happiness
(Veenhoven 2000b).

There is much interrelation between the societal characteristicsin Scheme 5;
the most affluent nations are also the most free and modern ones. It istherefore
difficult to estimate the effect of each of these variables separately. Still it is evident
that these variables together explain aimost al the differences in happiness across
nations; R?is.75!

These findings fit the theory that happiness depends very much on the degree to
which living conditions fit universal human needs (livability theory). They do not fit
the theory that happiness depends on culturally variable wants (comparison theory) or
that happinessis geared by cultural specific ideas about life (folklore theory). | have
discussed these theoretical implications in more detail elsewhere (Veenhoven &
Ehrhardt 1995)

Position in society
Next to the above discussed studies on average happiness across nations, there is
much research on differences in individual happiness within nations. A common
themein this kind of studiesis the relationship between individual happiness and
socia position. The main results are summarized in Scheme 8. Happinessis
moderately related to social rank in western nations, while in non-western nations the
correlations tend to be stronger. Happiness is also related to social participation and
this relationship seems to be universal. Being embedded in primary networks appears
to be crucial to happiness, in particular being married. Thisrelationship is also
universal. Surprisingly, the presence of offspring is unrelated to happiness, at least in
present day western nations.

These illustrative findings suggest that happiness can be improved by
facilitating social participation and primary networks, in other words, by creating
‘social capital’.



I nternal conditions
Happiness depends not only on the livability of the environment, but also on the
individual’ s ability to deal with that environment. What abilities are most crucia ?

Research findings show that good health is an important requirement and that
mental health is more critical to happiness than physical health. This pattern of
correlations is universal. Intelligence appears to be unrelated to happiness, at least
‘school-intelligence’ as measured by common IQ tests.

Happinessis strongly linked to psychological autonomy in Western nations.
This appears in correlations with inner-control, independence and assertiveness. As
yet we lack data on this matter from Non-Western nations.

Happiness has also been found to be related to moral conviction. The happy
are more acceptant of pleasure than the unhappy, and they are more likely to endorse
social values such as solidarity, tolerance and love. Conversely, the happy tend to be
less materialistic than the unhappy. It is as yet unclear whether this pattern is
universal.

In sum
Conditions for happiness can be charted empirically; the available datais already very
informative.

CAN HAPPINESS BE RAISED?

These findings suggest that happiness can be advanced systematically. Public policy
can create conditions that appear conductive to happiness, such as freedom, while
therapy and education can foster personal characteristics such as independence. Y et
these empirical datawill not convince the critics who believe in a theory that holds
happiness as immutable.

One such theory is that happiness depends on comparison and that standards
of comparison adjust to success and failure, although with some delay. In this view,
happiness can at best be raised temporarily. Though this theory applies for some kinds
of satisfaction, it does not apply for satisfaction with life-as-a-whole. It appears that
life-satisfaction is not ‘calculated’ cognitively, but rather ‘inferred” from unreasoned
affective experience, which initsturnisrelated to the gratification of basic needs. The
theory that happinessisrelative is simply wrong (Veenhoven 1991, 2009).

Another theory holds that we are born either happy or unhappy and that policy
interventions can change little as far as thisis concerned. A collective variant of this
theory isthat happinessis anational character trait, for instance that Russian are
chronically unhappy because of a cultural tradition of melancholy. Thistheory isalso
wrong, follow-up of individuals show marked changes over the long-term and trend
studies of nations show also profound changes, such asin Russia, where happiness
dropped dramatically in the late 1990s after the Rubel crisis (Veenhoven 1994).

Scheme 10 presents the trend of happiness over 35 yearsin Denmark and
Italy. The gain is considerable, the Danes gained 0,5 point on the O to 10 scale and the
Italians 0,7. The gain in Denmark demonstrates that greater happiness is even possible
in the happiest countries of the world. These countries are no exceptions; during this
era average happiness has also risen in many other countries (Veenhoven & Hagerty
2006).
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From afunctional view it is also unlikely that happinessisimmutable. Aswe will see
later on, there is good evidence for the theory that happiness serves as ameta-signal in
the adaptation process and unresponsive signal system tend to disappear in the course
of evolution.

In sum
Happiness of the great number can be raised, just like public health can be promoted.
At best there is an upper limit to happiness, analogous to the ceiling of longevity.

ISGREATER HAPPINESS DESIRABLE?

The fact that public happiness can be raised does not mean that happiness should be
raised. Several arguments have been brought against this idea. Happiness has been
denounced astrivia and as of less worth than other goal values and it has also been
argued that happiness will spoil people. A main objection among philosophersis that
the promotion of happiness may require objectionable means. Much of this criticism
has been advanced in discussions about different concepts of happiness. The question
here is whether these objections apply for happiness as life-satisfaction.

Isn’t happinesstrivial?
The value of happiness has been belittled in several ways, typically on the basis of
faulty assumptions about the nature of happiness.

Mere pleasure?
In his‘Brave New World' Huxley (1932) paints a tarnished picture of mass
happiness. In thisimaginary model society, citizens derive their happiness from
uninformed unconcern and from sensory indulgence in sex and adrug called ‘ soma’.
Thisisindeed superficial enjoyment, but is this enjoyment ‘happiness ? It isnot. This
kind of experience was classified as ‘pleasure’ |eft-top in Scheme 2 and distinguished
from ‘life-satisfaction’ right-bottom. Happinessin that latter sense is more than mere
pleasure; it last longer and involves an appraisal of one’s entire existence.

It isalso unlikely that passive consumer slaves, such as depicted in Brave New
World, will be satisfied with their life-as-a-whole. Research shows that happinessis
typically afruit of active involvement and meaningful relations, while materialism
appears to be associated with unhappiness.

Short-lived escapism?

Likewise, Adorno depicted happiness as a temporary escape from reality and rejected
it for that reason (Rath 2002). Here satisfaction with one life as-a-whole is mixed up
with short-lived peak-experience.

Don't peak-experiences add to life-satisfaction? Research rather shows a slight
negative relationship (Diener et. al. 1985). Escapism is not conducive to life-
satisfaction either, since research shows that happinessistypically afruit of reality
control.

Superficial success?

Happiness has a so been equated with social success and on that basis rejected as
conformist rat-race behavior. This criticism may apply to satisfaction in the domain of
career (right-top quadrant in scheme 2, but not to satisfaction with life-as-a-whole.
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In fact, happy people tend to be independent rather than conformist and tend
not to be materialistic. Career satisfaction does add to life-satisfaction, but not very
much so. The average correlation is around +.30, which is less than the correlation
with marriage satisfaction.

Arbitrary comparison?

It is commonly assumed that happiness depends on social comparison and that
happinessis merely thinking to be better of than the Jones. If so, one can be happy
with amiserable life, provided that the Jones are even less well off, or unhappy in
heaven because the Jones are on a bigger cloud. The reader may remember that this
theory also implies that greater happiness for a greater number is not possible since
improvement of the living conditions for all will advance the Jones as much as you,
leaving the difference the same.

There is some truth in this theory. We are group-animal's, hard-wired to seek
socia respect and this does often involve us in zero-sum games. Still, social respect is
only one of several human needs and respect is not only gained by being better off.
Conseguently, the correlation between happiness and social status is not very strong,
income, education and occupational prestige explaining less than 5% of the variance
in happiness in modern nations.

Culturally relative?

Likewiseit is assumed that happiness depends on the meeting of culturally
determined standards of success, and that the happiness of present day Americans
draws on their ability to live up to the models presented in advertisements. We met
with this theory in the above discussion on whether greater happiness can be
achieved, one of itsimplications being that shift in standards nullify the effect of
progress.

This theory equates happiness with cognitive contentment and misses the point
that happiness depends more on affective experience, which draws on universal
human needs. In this line research shows much similarity in conditions for happiness
in nations all over the world (Veenhoven 2010b). The case of corruption isan
example; corruption lowers happiness everywhere, though there is much cultural
variation in the acceptance of corruption. Likewise, marriage is not equally cherished
in all cultures, but the married tend to be happier everywhere.

Readers who have been raised with social constructionism may be reluctant to
accept this. The following analogy may help them though: There is much cultural
variation in likes and dislikes for food, e.g. the eating of pig meat. Still we all need the
same nutrients and our health depends on that.

In sum
There are no good reasons to denounce happiness as insignificant.

I's happiness the most desirable value?

Agreeing that happinessis desirable is one thing, but the tenet of utilitarianism is that
happinessisthe most desirable value. This claim is criticized on two grounds: firstly it
is objected that it does not make sense to premise one particular value and secondly
that there are values that rank higher than happiness. Thereis alongstanding
philosophical discussion on these issues (e.g. Smart & Williams 1973, Sen &
Williams, 1982), which was recently summarized in a specia issue of thisjournal



(Brulde 2007). 1 will not review these arguments again, but rather consider what the
newly gained knowledge about happiness can add to this discussion. In other words,
what considerations are missing in the philosophical discussion.

Sgnal of wider thriving

Above | noted that happiness depends to a great extend on how well we feel
affectively; hedonic level of affect being the dominant * component’ of overall
happiness.

Why can we feel good or bad? The biological function is evidently to signal
that things are good or bad for us. Specific affects are linked to specific needs, e.g.
anxiety to the need for safety. Mood functions as a meta-signal and indicates how
well we are doing on the whole. Feeling good means that all lights are on green and
that we can go ahead, while feeling bad means that there is something wrong and that
we should check what that is. This affective signal mechanism seemsto exist in all
higher animals and its neural basisisfound in the evolutionary eldest parts of the
human brain.

What then is *doing well’ ? | assume that this is meeting innate ‘ needs . Needs
are requirements for functioning that are so essential that evolution has safeguarded
thelir gratification by linking these functionsto affective signals. Thisis pretty evident
in the caseif ‘ deficiency needs’ such as hunger, but seems also to apply to ‘growth
needs such as curiosity.

Automatic signal systems have their limitations, which are partly compensated
by human reason. We can to some extend detect affective signal failure, e.g. when we
feel depressed, but know that nothing is wrong. Moreover we can also evaluate life
cognitively, comparing life-as-it-is with standard of how-life-should be (contentment).

Together this means that subjective happiness typically signals objective
thriving. There is good evidence for that theory, one piece of evidence is that happy
people function better in social relations and another piece of evidence is that they
live longer. Elsewhere | have reviewed that evidence in more detail (Veenhoven 1991,
2005). In this perspective happinessis not only desirable for its own sake, but also for
what it denotes. Policies that aim at greater happiness of a greater number produce not
only more hedonic experience, but also foster wider human thriving.

In this context it is easy to see the limitations of Nozick’s classic argument.
Nozick (1989: 99-117) claims that few people would enter a machine that makes them
feel perfectly happy and concludes on that basis that happiness disqualifies as the
highest value. This argument appliesto the signal as such, but forgets what it means.
Like most philosophers, Nozick has ablind eye for the functions of affect®.

Sgnal of optimal combinations

Another novelty isin theinsight that *quality’ of external living conditions depends
oninner life-abilities and vice versa. Remember scheme 1. Democracy is generally
deemed to be good, but it does not work well with anxious and uneducated voters.
Likewise, conformismis generally deemed to be bad but can be quite functional in
collectivist conditions.

This helps us to understand that general end-values cannot be found in the top
guadrants of Scheme 1. Instead, end values are to be found in the bottom of scheme 1,
and in particular in the bottom-right quadrant. Happiness and longevity indicate how
well aperson’slife-abilities ‘fit’ the conditionsin which that person lives and as such
reflects more value than is found in each of the top quadrants separately. Happinessis
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amore inclusive merit than most other values, since it reflects an optimal
combination.

A related point is that there are limits to most values, too much freedom leads
into anarchy, too much equality into apathy. The problem is that we do not know
where the optimum level lies and how optima vary in different value combinations.
Here again happinessis a useful indicator. If most people live long and happily the
mix is apparently livable. | have elaborated these pointsin more detail elsewhere
(Veenhoven, 1996, 2000a)

Happiness ranks high in public opinion

Another strand of empirical research is survey studies on value preferences.
Happiness ranks high in such studies, typically together with ‘health’ that isalso a
manifestation of human thriving (e.g. Harding 1985). There is a remarkable contrast
between the valuation of happiness by the general public and the reservations about
happiness among professional moralists, which is an interesting object of study in its
own. Whatever the reason, thisis a new fact that must be taken into account.

In sum
If one opts for one particular end-value, happinessis a good candidate. If not,
happiness qualifies at |east as a core value

Will promotion of happiness go at the cost of other values?

Even if there is nothing wrong with happiness in itself, maximization of it could till
work out negatively for other valued matters. Critics of utilitarianism claim this will
happen. They foresee that greater happiness will make people less caring and
responsible and fear that the premise for happiness will legitimize a-moral means such
astorture of dissidents. This state of affairsisalso described in ‘Brave New World',
where citizens are concerned only with petty pleasures and the government is
dictatorial.

Does happiness spoil ?

Over the ages, preachers of penitence have glorified suffering. This sermonizing lives
on in the idea that happiness does not bring out the best of us. Happinessis said to
nurture self-sufficient attitudes and to make people less sensitive to the suffering of
their fellows. Happinessis aso seen to lead to complacency and thereby to demean
initiative and creativeness. It is also said that happiness fosters superficial hedonism
and that these negative effects on individuals will harm society in the long run. Hence
promotion of happinessis seen to lead ito societal decay; Nero playing happily ina
decadent Rome that is burning around him.

One of the reasons for this negative view is than happinessis equated with
contentment and in that line it is assumed that we will be passive if we have all we
want. Above | have argued that cognitive contentment is only one of the
‘components’ of happiness and not the most important one. Another reason is that the
critics of happiness (mostly philosophers) tend to have a blind eye for the functions of
positive affect. As noted above, happiness signals adaptational succes, and as such it
also works as ago-signal. If an orginism feels good, it knows that the cost is clear and
that it can go ahead, whereas negative affect rather inhibits action.

Thisview is supported in an emerging strand of empirical research on effects
of happiness (e.g. Veenhoven 1988, Lyubomirski et al 2005). The observed effects are
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typically positive: happiness fosters activity and facilitates involvement in tasks and
in contact with other people. For instance: happy people tend to be better citizens,
they work more, engage more in civic organizations and use their voting rights more
carefully. There is also good evidence that happiness lenghtens life (V eenhoven
2008). Much of these effcts are summarized in Fredrickson’s (2000) ‘ Broaden and
Built theory’, which holds that positive effects broadens our behavioral scope and that
thisresultsin abuilt-up of resources.

All this does not deny that happiness may involve some negative effects.
There are for instance indications that happy people take more risk. Still the positive
effects are clearly dominant.

Doesthe greater happinessrequire a-moral means?
The main objection against utilitarianism is that the greatest happiness principle
justifies any way to improve happiness and hence permits morally rejectable ways,
such as genetical manipulation, mind-control and political repression. In that lineit is
also agued that the rights of minorities can be sacrificed on the altar of the greatest
number, e.g. that slavery isjustified when that adds to the happiness of the majority.
The possibility of such undesirable consequencesisindeed implied in the
logic of radical utilitarianism, but isit likely to materialize? The available data
suggest thisis not the case. In scheme 5 we have seen that citizens are happiest in
nations that respect human rights and allow freedom. It also appeared that people are
happiest in the most educated and informatized nations. Likewise scheme 7 showed
that happy people tend to be active and independent. In fact, thereis no empirical
evidence for any real value conflict. The problem existsin theory, but apparently not
inreality.

In sum
Thereis no ground for the fear that pursuit of greater of happiness for a greater
number will lead into consequences that are morally rejectable.

CONCLUSION

These empirical testsfalcify all the theoretical objections against the greatest
happiness principle. The criterion appears practically feasible and morally sound.
Hence the greatest happiness principle deserves a more prominent place in policy
making.
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Scheme 1
Four qualities of life

Outer qualities

Inner qualities

Life-chances Livability of environment Life-ability of the person
Life-results Utility of life Satisfaction
Scheme 2
Four kinds of satisfaction

Passing Enduring
Part of life Pleasure Part-satisfaction

Life-as-a-whole

Peak-experience

Life-satisfaction




Scheme 3

in the UK 2006
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Scheme 4
Life-satisfaction in nations around 2006 Aver age scoreson scale 0-10

e Denmark 84
e Switzerland 8,1
e Mexico 8,0
e Sweden 7.7
e Canada 7,6
e UK 7.2
o USA 7.0
e Indonesia 6,6
e Jgpan 6,2
e China 6,0
e |ndia 59
e Russa 54
o | raq 4,3
e Zimbabwe 32
Source:

World Database of Happiness (V eenhoven 2010), Collection of Happinessin Nations, Rank Report 2009-1



Scheme 5

Happiness and society in 146 nations around 2006

Characteristics of society correlation with happiness N
Affluence +.69 136
Ruleof law

o Civil rights +.50 131
e Corruption -.69 137
Freedom

e Economicd +.63 135
e Politica +.53 131
e Persond +.41 83
Equality

e Incomeinequality -.08 119
e Gender inequdity =21 110
Citizenship

e Participation in voluntary associations -04 73
o Preferencefor participative leadership +.61 57
Pluriformity

o % Migrants +.29 126
e Tolerance of minorities +.49 77
M oder nity

e Schooling +.56 138
e Informatization +.63 58
e  Urbanization +.58 137
Explained variance’ (Adjusted R?) 75%

Source: World Database of Happiness (Veenhoven 2010), Datafile * States of Nations 2009 °



Scheme 6
Aver age happiness and economic development in nations around 2006
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Scheme 7

Aver age happiness and gover nment effectivenessin nations around 2006

Lifesatisfaction 2008
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Scheme 8

Individual happinessand position in society

Correlation Smilarity
within across
Western nations all nations
Social rank
e Income + -
e Education + -
e Occupationa prestige + +
Social participation
e Employment + +
e Participation in associations + +
Primary network
e Spouse ++ +
e Children 0 ?
e Friends + +
++ = &rong positive
+ =postive + = sgmilar
0 =nordationship
- =negdive - = different
? =not yet investigated ? = nodaa
+ =Vaying

Source: World Database of Happiness (V eenhoven 2010), collection of Correlational Findings



Scheme 9

Individual happiness and personal characteristics

Characteristic Corréation Smilarity
within across
western nations all nations

Abilities

e Physica hedth + ++

e Menta hedth ++ ++

e 1Q 0 +

Per sonality

e Interna control ++ +

e Extraverson + +

e Aggression - +

Values

e Hedonism + ?

e Materidism - ?

e Socid ++ +
++ = Strong positive
+ =Postive + =similar
0 =Noreationship
- =Negative - =different
? =Not yet investigated ? =Nodata

Source: World Database of Happiness (Veenhoven 2010), collection of Correlationa Findings



Scheme 10
Trendsin average happiness in Denmark and Italy 1973-2008
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NOTES

1 A similar text was published in Dutch in Ethiek en Maatschappij (Ethics and Society) 2009, 12; 25-50.
An earlier English version appeared in; Alex Linley & Stephen Joseph (Eds.) ‘ Positive Psychology in
Practice’ Wiley 2004, chapter 39, pp. 658-678

2 There are three main meani ngs or health: The maxi variant is all the good (WHO definition), the
medium variant is life-ability, and the mini-variant is absence of physical defect

3 A problem with this nameiis that the utilitarians used the word utility for subjective appreciation of
life, the sum of pleasures and pains.

* This quality-of-life s the subject of the Journal of happiness Studies
® Religious extasis is not the kind of ‘Enlightenment’ referred to in the introduction of this paper.

® Anillustration of thisblind eye in the philosophy of happinessis that the signal function of affect is
not mentioned in any of the articlesin Brilde (2007).

" The following variables were left out because of the limited number of cases: Participation in
Voluntary Associations, Preference for participative leaderschip and Informatization

8 Variable codes in data file states of nations: Affluence: rgdp_2005, Rule of law: CivilLiberties 2004,
Corruption3_2006, Freedom: FreeEconlindex2_2007, , PoliticalRifgts 2004, PrivateFreedom 99s;
Equality: Incomelnequalityl 2005, Genderlnstitutionsindex_1990s, Citizenship:

VoluntaryActive 1990s2, GoodL eaderParticip_1990s, Pluriformily: Immigrants 2005,

Tolerance 1999, Modernity: Educationindex2_2000.04, PC's 1995, UrbanPopulation_2005.
happiness:: HappinessL SBW10.11 2000.08
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