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Abstract:

It is a commonly expressed sentiment that the science and philosophy of well-being would
do well to learn from each other. Typically such calls identify mistakes and bad practices on
both sides that would be remedied if scientists picked the right bit of philosophy and
philosophers picked the right bit of science. We argue that the differences between
philosophers and scientists thinking about well-being are more difficult to reconcile than such
calls suggest, and that pluralism is central to this task. Pluralism is a stance that explicitly
drives towards accommodating and nurturing the richness and diversity of well-being, both
as a concept and as an object of inquiry. We show that well-being science manifests a
contingent pluralism at the level of methodology, whereas philosophy of well-being has
largely rejected pluralism at the conceptual level. Recently, things have begun to change.
Within philosophy, conceptual monism is under attack. But so is methodological pluralism
within science. We welcome the first development, and bemoan the second. We argue that a
joined-up philosophy and science of well-being should recognise the virtues of both
conceptual and methodological pluralism. Philosophers should embrace the methodological
justification of pluralism that can be found in the well-being sciences, and scientists should
embrace the conceptual reasons to be pluralist that can be found in philosophical debate.

1 Introduction

The idea that the science and philosophy of well-being would do well to learn from each other
is well rehearsed. Recent calls for more interaction between the two fields emphasise the
inevitable normative assumptions involved in defining and measuring well-being in the well-
being sciences, and the dependence of philosophical theories of well-being on empirical facts
about ordinary linguistic usage and psychology (Angner 2013; Bishop 2015; Prinzing 2020).
These calls list mistakes and bad practices on both sides that would be remedied if scientists
picked the right bit of philosophy and philosophers picked the right bit of science. Although
welcome, this does not get to the heart of the issue, because the differences between
philosophers and scientists thinking about well-being run deeper.

In this paper, we argue that a genuinely joined-up philosophy and science of well-being needs
to embrace pluralism. Tendencies towards conceptual and methodological monism in well-
being scholarship, which are clearly visible in the rising prominence and application of the
construct of life-satisfaction, are, we argue, worrying and misguided. Our concerns are not
merely academic—constructs and measures of well-being are increasingly used as a decision-
making tool in healthcare and public policy, and the consequences of using tools which fail to
take seriously the conceptual complexity and epistemic uncertainty of well-being and its
measurement have the potential to be widespread and grave.



Section 2 illustrates monism, first in science and then in philosophy. Contemporary well-being
sciences adopt many different and often conflicting ways of defining and measuring well-being
and in this sense manifest methodological pluralism. However, the landscape is changing.
Within science, certain approaches to well-being, most notably life satisfaction, are starting to
dominate the field. The enticing practical appeal of such approaches—they produce easy to
work with quantitative data that—threatens the prevailing, but fragile, pluralism. Philosophers
of well-being, on the other hand, have tended to adopt a principled, anti-pluralistic stance in a
search for the one true theory or definition of well-being. This monism in philosophy is,
however, under attack, with defences of conceptually pluralist theories of well-being offered in
its place.

We welcome the second development but condemn the first. Section 3 formulates distinct
versions pluralism as they would look given the aims of science and of philosophy respectively.
Monistic approaches are tempting for their simplicity and usability, but their prevalence will
ultimately undermine the goals of well-being sciences. We argue that this field would do well
to preserve and to nurture a pluralist outlook. There are also good conceptual reasons for
philosophers of well-being to adopt a pluralist stance. Section 4 defends each version of
pluralism by showing that pressures towards monism harm epistemic goals in both science
and philosophy. A joined-up philosophy and science of well-being should recognise the virtues
of both methodological and conceptual pluralism. Philosophers should embrace the
methodological justification of pluralism that can be found in well-being science, and scientists
should embrace the conceptual reasons to be pluralist that can be found in philosophy.

2 Monism today

We use the term ‘monism’ to pick out ideas that reject one or another aspect of pluralism. In
this section we show these ideas at work in empirical well-being research and then in
philosophy.

2.1 Monism in science: A fragile pluralism under pressure

The empirical science of well-being is an interdisciplinary and multilevel field, spanning
psychology, economics, sociology, geography and anthropology. So contemporary methods
and approaches to well-being reflect the diversity of disciplines in social sciences. Its methods
include experiments, surveys, ethnographies, interviews, and statistical analysis. This
diversity is also visible in the many different definitions of well-being different researchers
adopt and different measures that they devise to capture these definitions. Table 1
summarises what we see as the main traditions:

Table 1: Definitions and measures of well-being in current social and medical sciences.!

Definition Measure

1 This table is an abbreviated version. For a full version, references, and explanation of each row see
Alexandrova 2017.



Happiness

Experience Sampling, U-Index, Positive and
Negative Affect Scale, SPANE, Subjective
Happiness Scale, Affect Intensity measures

Life Satisfaction

Satisfaction with Life Scale, Cantril Ladder,
Domain Satisfaction

Flourishing

PERMA, Psychological Well-being Index,
Flourishing Scale, Warwick and Edinburgh
Mental Wellbeing Scale

Preference satisfaction

GDP, GNP, Household Income and
Consumption, Stated Satisfaction Surveys

Quality of Life

Human Development Index (capabilities),
UK’s Office of National Statistics Measure of
National Well-being, Legatum Prosperity
Index, Social Progress Index, OECD Better
Life Index, Nottingham Health Profile,
Sickness Impact Profile, World Health
Organization Quality of Life, Health-Related
Quiality of Life

As the table suggests, there is no single agreed way to define or measure well-being.
Depending on the project and the disciplinary background of researchers, different metrics will
be adopted. This diversity is amplified when we consider qualitative approaches to well-being
practiced by anthropologists, some sociologists, journalists, and more generally writers of non-
fiction narratives (Camfield, Crivello and Woodhead 2009; Steinberg 2015). These scholars
do not typically bring a specific construct of well-being to their projects but instead they
reconstruct it in conversation with their subjects. Using participant observation and extended
interviews they unearth the local, culturally specific, and even individual categories that
characterise good life for people they study. In recognition of these ‘manifest’ well-being
constructs, we might add an extra row to Table 1:

Table 2: An additional row to Table 1.

Definition

Measure

Manifest well-being

Conversation,  participant  observation,
interviews

The above discussion attributes to the science of well-being a diversity that we shall dub
‘methodological pluralism’. Such a pluralism is reflected in the large choice of measures and




definitions summarized in the tables 1 and 2. We use the wider adjective ‘methodological’ to
emphasise the fact that adoption of a particular definition of well-being often brings a distinctive
methodology, as, for instance, the adoption of a hedonist definition creates the expectation of
guantitative measurement of psychological states. In attributing methodological pluralism to
science we do not mean to suggest that scientists actually consciously and intentionally
endorse this state of affairs. In fact individual scientists typically specialise in a single approach
to well-being and sometimes even deny the value of the alternatives. Rather methodological
pluralism is a macro-property of the field as a whole, stemming from its diverse disciplinary
roots. But this pluralism is fragile and under pressure.

Methodological pluralism is fragile in that it demands a lot from inquirers and there is an
increasing pressure to scrap it. It demands in particular that researchers thoughtfully and
consciously identify with a specific tradition and maintain awareness of other traditions they
could be working in. This explicitly philosophical task does not come easily to scientists. So
losing some of this diversity would undoubtedly make their work simpler. Indeed, there are
powerful pressures from outside and from within science, which push scientists to seek greater
unity.

Pressures towards monism can be identified at three levels: a pressure towards a single
construct, a pressure towards a single measure of this construct, and finally a pressure
towards a commonly pursued method.

Why should all researchers adopt the same construct of well-being? On the face of it, it makes
little sense to insist that one construct of well-being is superior to all others. After all, happiness
is one thing (an emotional state), broader quality of life is quite another, and claiming that the
construct of happiness is superior to that of quality of life seems to commit a simple category
mistake: they are distinct phenomena, each worthy of attention. Nevertheless, one construct
enjoys far greater popularity and uptake, than others: life satisfaction. Life satisfaction is an
attitude towards one’s life as a whole and it summarises and aggregates attitudes about
different spheres of life. In this way it lets people define their well-being however they prefer,
incorporating whatever considerations they think are relevant.? When attempting to justify this
construct, researchers appeal to its simplicity and democratic nature (Diener, Lucas,
Schimmack and Helliwell 2009, p.47; Layard 2012; Clark, Fleche, Layard, Powdthavee and
Ward 2018, p.4). Life satisfaction is also psychologically accessible: when people are asked
how satisfied they are with their life as a whole they have no trouble answering this question
(Frijters, Clark, Krekel and Layard 2019).

There is considerable debate about the validity of life satisfaction. Critics challenge its
psychological, normative and psychometric presuppositions—life satisfaction assumes that
people are able to aggregate a great deal of information about their lives, that this aggregation
reflects their well-being rather than their culture, and that the data show appropriate
psychometric properties.® Despite the long history of these criticisms, life satisfaction has

2 This is also the justification given by defenders of life satisfaction in philosophy (Tiberius and
Plakias, 2010), though these commentators do not insist that life satisfaction is uniquely superior to all
other constructs.

% For psychological and normative critique see Haybron 2008; for ongoing worries about psychometric
validity see Deaton and Stone 2016 and replies.



shown remarkable tenacity. In our view, this is due to the practical advantages of the approach.
Life satisfaction is often represented just by one statement such as 'l am satisfied with my life
as a whole’ which respondents are invited to agree or disagree using a standard Likert scale.
This single item appears alongside many other questions in big surveys such as the Gallup
World Poll, the World Happiness Report, WHO’s Health for All, and many other national and
international datasets. Compared to other much longer questionnaires, these indicators are
simply too good to pass up from the point of view of busy researchers pressed for time and
resources. They are straightforward to implement, and generate interesting data that can be
published and publicised beyond academia. Moreover, they are widely used, creating
opportunities for cross study comparison and data linkage. In any case, none of the intellectual
objections raised against these indicators have been able to dislodge them from their dominant
status.

The strengths and popularity of life satisfaction indicators enable a more deliberate well-being
monism. If there is a simple unidimensional measure of well-being, then it is possible to build
a whole science around it—a science of the causes and consequences of this quantity. This
is the idea behind a common approach to happiness economics. On its standard definition
expressed by Carol Graham in the influential New Palgrave Dictionary of Economics, the goal
of this field is to estimate an equation where subjective well-being is a quantity on the left-
hand side and the vector of its causes are on the right-hand side:

Micro-econometric happiness equations have the standard form: Wi = a + Bxi
+ &, where W is the reported well-being of individual i at time t, and X is a
vector of known variables including socio-demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics. Unobserved characteristics and measurement errors are
captured in the error term. (Graham 2008)

This vision of the science of well-being fits well with life satisfaction indicators. Although
nothing in this picture logically implies that W needs to be life satisfaction rather than some
other indicator of well-being, the left-hand side requires a single quantity and, apart from
GDP—which the science of well-being is trying to unseat—life satisfaction is the only practical
game in town.

Graham'’s vision has been taken up by numerous psychologists and economists. The Origins
of Happiness—a recent book authored by a team of economists who represent the Wellbeing
Programme of the LSE’s Centre for Economic Performance—is a case in point (Clark, Fléche,
Layard, Powdthavee and Ward 2018). The authors defend a single, purely quantitative
methodology, using data from various national and international panel datasets to make fairly
precise inferences (and even causal inferences) about how much a given set of social,
demographic, and economic circumstances boosts or impedes life satisfaction. Clark et al.
carefully compile tables of coefficients designed to demonstrate, to the extent that the
evidence permits, the causal strength of each factor that personal choices or policy can
control. These coefficients become the evidence base for decisions big and small. Recently,
this framework was used to evaluate the costs and benefits of releasing the Covid-19
‘lockdown’ in the UK (Layard, Clark, De Neve, Krekel, Fancourt, Hey and O’Donnell 2020).

We present this vision as an example of a monistic trend because there is an ambition to find
a single quantitative function (perhaps with coefficients adjusted to different conditions, but



still one functional form) that represents the causal structure of well-being to be estimated
using statistical and experimental data. This trend is motivated, though rarely explicitly, by a
vision of a neat and internally consistent scientific paradigm in which all scientists work to
further a single overarching goal using an agreed set of constructs and measures. In addition
to this vision, monism has strong pragmatic dimensions. It endeavours to work with whatever
is available and in whatever way that makes it easier to communicate to policy makers and
other audiences. This monism seeks practicality, coherence, maximal coordination between
different research projects with an eye on policy relevance.* This is in contrast, as we shall
see, to philosophical monism, which is more explicitly motivated by conceptual tidiness.

2.2 Monism in philosophy

The study of well-being in philosophy looks different from the sciences. Rather than studying
determinants of well-being in particular social contexts, philosophers seek a definition of well-
being that picks out all and only instances thereof. Well-being, in philosophy, is typically a
general, all-things-considered assessment of how things are going for a person. There are
some notable exceptions to this tendency—philosophers who recognise that well-being can
be considered from different perspectives, from which different assessments might be
appropriately made (Griffin 1988, Scanlon 1998, Kagan 1994, Tiberius 2011). But the
prevailing orthodoxy in philosophy is to find the essence of well-being, and so to give a single,
general answer to the question ‘What is well-being?’

Of course, different philosophers give different answers to this question, with different theories
grounding well-being in different properties: pleasurable affect, fulfillment of desires, or
partaking in core human activities.® But all these answers are monist in a central sense: they
take ‘well-being’ to pick out some unique, determinate and identifiable property or state of
people or of the world, which remains constant across all contexts. This entails that when we
correctly identify well-being, we are always picking out the same thing. Typically well-being is
taken to be what is good for a person all things considered, taking into account life as a whole.
Some philosophical accounts are monist in a further sense, insofar as the state of well-being
is always realised in much the same way or by much the same properties or attitudes (Feldman
2002). Others allow that well-being can be realised in a number of different ways: the specific
things which make it such that someone has high levels of well-being differ from person to
person, context to context (Fletcher 2013). Such accounts nonetheless take it that the thing
that is picked out by the concept of well-being remains constant across people and contexts,
even if the particulars which constitute it do not.

We propose to characterise well-being monism in philosophy with three commitments:
i) there is an essence of well-being;
i) the concept of well-being is clear and circumscribed,;
iii) any theory of well-being must be general.

4 At a recent OECD conference on well-being, Richard Layard made the strong claim that: “Unless
you've got a single concept against which you're judging everything, you can't claim to have a
coherent set of policies” (Layard 2019). In this paper we will contest the idea that coherence requires
monism—rather, we suggest, conceptual coherence points towards well-being pluralism.

5 See Crisp 2017 for an up-to-date overview of the key theories and references.



These commitments are not often explicitly acknowledged by philosophers who develop and
hold monist theories of well-being but, we maintain, they nonetheless underpin most
contemporary accounts. The three commitments are inter-related and should not be thought
to be totally distinct from one another: the reasons for accepting one may also turn out to be
reasons for accepting the others. We explore each in turn.

The first commitment is essentialism, which takes well-being to be a singular, identifiable and
characterisable state or process that is out there in people or in the world to be identified and
described. Essentialism implies that well-being always picks out the same thing at a sufficiently
high level of abstraction. We can thus, in theory at least, identify an essence that characterises
all and only instances of well-being, and so provide a clear definition of well-being which
applies exhaustively across all contexts. Such an essentialism is likely grounded in a more
general conceptual essentialism: the view that concepts (or at least some concepts) pick out
a particular characteristic or set of characteristics which objects or states of affairs can have
or fail to have (Wilson 2006). Concepts, on this view, are largely constant across time, and
have a fixed and relatively determinate scope, meaning that applying concepts involves
apprehending the concept and the objects under consideration, and determining whether the
objects satisfy its requirements.

Secondly, well-being monists have strong circumscriptionist intuitions. This means that they
will challenge any instance of usage of ‘well-being’ and related locutions which diverges from
the sense familiar to philosophers (Alexandrova 2017; Mitchell 2018). The philosophical
definitions of well-being described in this section clearly do not exhaust the ways in which
‘well-being’ is invoked in ordinary and technical language. Pace hedonists, ‘well-being’ is
sometimes—often, even—ascribed on the basis of things other than pleasure or positive
subjective psychological states, and sometimes denied despite the presence thereof.
Philosophers who assert monist theories of well-being thus police the boundaries of the
concept of well-being, circumscribing the ‘correct’ concept and ruling out alternative usage.
Whenever there are challenges to the definition of well-being, or instances of well-being are
implied or suggested which do not fit into a given definition, monist philosophers of well-being
will endeavour explain why they in fact fail to pick out well-being, and perhaps instead pick out
related or similar concepts (Hawkins 2019). This boundary policing will require an error theory
to explain why language users may be mistaken about the meaning and reference of ‘well-
being.” Circumscriptionist intuitions are clearly closely related to the essentialism of monist
theories: it is because well-being always picks out some unique property or state that
alternative characterisations of well-being, which appear to pick out different properties, must
be precluded. Essentialism will not brook much variety in the conceptual diversity of well-
being.

Thirdly, monist philosophers of well-being are committed to the generality of their theories.
This captures the idea that, rather than just considering some aspect or area of life, any theory
of well-being must be formulated at a maximally general level. Different people leading
radically different lives may be pursuing legitimately different visions of well-being but a single
general theory identifies the key features of it. This preference for generality is, perhaps, more
a matter of plausibility than a deep requirement of monism: if well-being picks out a single
unique and characterisable property of things, it would be peculiar and highly improbable for
it only to relate to some specific area of or time in people’s lives—for well-being to be an
assessment of people’s physical health, or an assessment which occurs in childhood or at the



end of life. For one thing, the less general the monist definition of well-being, the more difficult
it will be to come up with a convincing error theory about mistaken ascriptions of well-being.

2.3 Theoretical friction

We have argued that there are monistic ideals in both science and philosophy. In science,
monism seeks a single construct and a single measure of well-being, aiming to estimate a
single well-being function to which all research should contribute. In philosophy, monism
means a pursuit of a single general theory of well-being. There are obviously important
differences between these stances. Much research in the well-being sciences does not purport
to have found the single, correct theory of well-being. Incentives in sciences are different from
philosophy and scientists spend less time insisting on the correctness of their paradigm over
all overs and more time on putting it to work. When scientists show a measure of well-being
to be valid, this does not automatically invalidate other measures. Monism in philosophy, on
the other hand, is the orthodoxy to which there are a few challenges (as we shall see shortly)
and the modus operandi is more explicitly confrontational: defending your own theory of well-
being means attacking others. Monism in science is motivated by practical considerations of
gaining as much public influence for this research and simplifications as are worth the cost.
Monism in philosophy is grounded in conceptual commitments and the desire for neatness
and clarity.

The differences between the science and philosophy of well-being suggest some
complications in the two fields using each others’ findings to enrich their own work. To some
extent itis possible to map constructs of well-being between philosophy and science: hedonic,
eudaimonistic, and objective well-being constructs, for instance, can be found in both domains.
But for monistic philosophers to justify their monistic theoretical claims using evidence from
the well-being sciences risks overplaying the generalisability of such findings. For while
evidence about the validity and nature of a hedonic well-being construct may lend support to
a hedonic theory of well-being, it does not lend support to a circumscribed, general,
essentialist hedonic theory of well-being. That is, it does not show that hedonic well-being is
the single true theory of well-being, because the well-being sciences have produced a variety
of validated, non-hedonic well-being constructs and measures. There is, perhaps, more scope
for well-being scientists to use philosophical theories of well-being to underpin and justify their
definitions and measures of well-being. However, if well-being scientists wish to maintain a
broadly pluralist outlook about the conception and measurement of well-being—that is, if they
see their measures and constructs as just a part of a bigger, pluralistic picture—they cannot
use philosophical theories in their intended, monistic form. Of course the moves towards
monism in well-being science open up the possibility of a more straightforward marriage of the
science and philosophy of well-being. But the grounds for this depend on the justifiability of
well-being monism, and of course the justifiability of the particular, monistic conception of well-
being in question. Life satisfaction is not the preferred definition of well-being for most
philosophers.

Well-being pluralism offers a means to reduce the theoretical friction between the science and
philosophy of well-being. In the next section, we set out a positive vision of well-being pluralism
in science and in philosophy, and suggest that there is reason to reject monism and accept
pluralism in both domains. The ideal of pluralism will look different for sciences and for



philosophy—we highlight methodological reasons for the well-being sciences to adopt a
pluralistic outlook and conceptual reasons for the philosophy of well-being to do the same. In
section 4, however, we go on to argue that both spheres have a lot to learn from one another’'s
reasons for pluralism.

3 Pluralism

Pluralism is a stance that endorses the coexistence of two or more entities or processes, and
denies that they can be reduced to one another or to some third entity or process. Well-being
pluralism is, broadly, the idea that well-being is in some sense plural, and irreducibly so. To
make this idea more informative we articulate what pluralism might look like, first, in the well-
being sciences and, second, in philosophy. In both cases we suggest there are good reasons
to endorse a form of well-being pluralism.

3.1 Pluralism in science

The idea that science can benefit from pluralism of methods, theories, or paradigms became
commonplace in philosophy of science with the demise of ideals associated with logical
positivism, most notably the unity of science. This ideal presumed that all worthwhile scientific
theories will eventually be reduced to the fundamental physics and that all worthwhile scientific
activities can be inscribed in a single universal method. These plans came under pressure
when philosophers and historians of science showed a diversity in how scientists conceive of
and practice their inquiry (Crombie 1995). Some went as far as arguing that theories with
radically different ontologies co-exist with no prospect of unification (Dupré 1993; Cartwright
1999). On the tamer side, social epistemologists suggested that a community which pursues
several approaches at once is better at generating healthy criticism and hence it is safer to
maintain diverse scientific traditions in case the true one escapes us (Longino 1990).

‘The pluralist stance’ in science rejects ‘scientific monism’—that is, a search for a unified and
complete account of the natural world using a single method of inquiry—and embraces
ineliminable multiplicity of methods and theories, even if this comes at the expense of order
and consistency (Kellert, Longino, and Waters 2006). Advocates of pluralism insist that the
fact of plurality in science (a descriptive claim) motivates the attitude of respect for it (a
normative claim). Recent defenders of scientific pluralism take the stance further and argue
not only that multiplicity of theories and methods should be respected and monistic ideals
abandoned; but moreover that we should foster and nurture a plurality of ‘systems of practices’
across sciences, actively encouraging parallel development of different scientific cultures,
rather than merely allowing them to co-exist (Chang 2012).

In section 2.1 we saw that the current landscape in the sciences of well-being is characterised
by fragile pluralism with pressures towards monism. Are there reasons, motivated by these
ideas from philosophy of science, to buttress this fragile pluralism and to resist the pressures
for monism? Yes, we argue, first for measurement and second for methodology.

3.1.1 Measurement pluralism

Tables 1 and 2 illustrate the most visible pluralistic aspect of existing research. Researchers
interested in keeping track of well-being face a wide array of choices. The first choice is to



settle on the relevant construct. As a concept and as a locution, ‘well-being’ does not force on
us any one particular option in the first column. We defend this idea more fully in section 3.2
where we discuss conceptual pluralism, but for now let us work with the simple and
uncontroversial idea that the sheer number of constructs of well-being shows that the field
implicitly recognises legitimate diversity in definitions of well-being. This is in keeping with
measurement in social sciences in general: the concepts of interest are often vague and fuzzy
and yet the social scientists cannot, on pain of irrelevance, replace these concepts with well-
behaved technical terms (Chang and Cartwright 2013). If so, care must be taken when any
specific sense of well-being is used as a construct in a scientific project. Responsible
researchers dedicate special attention to articulating the scope of the concept they take to
represent well-being for their particular purposes. They do so in the methodology or
introduction sections of research articles when they commit to treating well-being as, say,
encompassing subjective evaluation of all the relevant aspects of people’s life, or just an
evaluation of their health state.

Pluralism about constructs of well-being amounts to the idea that the choice of construct when
studying well-being is not obvious, that there are typically several options open to researchers,
and that it is better not to eliminate these options. The science of well-being is not improved,
the pluralist insists, by somehow reducing all the options in the first columns of Tables 1 and
2 to one. This is the first pluralist commitment.

The second commitment shifts attention to the second column of Tables 1 and 2, which
summarise the measurement options corresponding to each construct. Even once the
construct has been chosen, there usually remain several options about how it should be
measured. Researchers must make a choice between measures that are self-reported and
objective, between questionnaires and interviews, and about summary and multi-dimensional
indicators. Once again, there are good reasons here to infer from plurality to pluralism. No
questionnaire of well-being is superior to all others in every respect. Existing validation
procedures are able to, at best, weed out measures that are obviously low in reliability and
other indicators of validity. However they are not a